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Introduction

T0 ILLUMINATE both the nature of hterature and the
nature of criucism, this book presents some of the more inportant
ways i which lhterature has been discussed It s neither a history
of crizeism nor an annotated anthology of significant cnical works
The cnucal preces quoted and discussed represent examples of a
method and a pont of view—and thewr imphecations in both theory
and practice

The division into three parts 1s dictated by both logic and con-
venience Part One considers how various critics have answered the
question “What 1s the nature of imagwmative hterature, what is its
use and value?” Part Two deals with the practcal criuic, and the
different ways i which specific works of literary art have been and
can be evaluated Part Three takes up those fields of inquiry in which
the hirerary crine rouches other kynds of invesngauon, such as the
psychological and the sociological, it mqures nto the relationship
between ltetary critcism and these other disciplnes True, many
crinics move freely from phdoesophic criticism to practical criricism,
and the practical cnitic frequently advances and retreats around the area
discussed 1 Part Three further, a defimnen of the nature of poetry
often has practical consequences in description and evaluauon There
15 bound to be some overlapping between the Parts—but the reader
will have no difficulty in recognizing the different kinds of critical 2c-
tivity involved at any given point

Many mnportant critics are not discussed at all Horace, Qum-
tihan, Vida, Boilean, for instance, will not be found here, although
each 1s important in the history of criicism None of them, however,
dlustrates a method of approaching a hterary work which 1s funda-
mentally different from that of some other criie who 15 discussed

vi1



viil Introduction

Where possible, I have taken my examples of methods and ap-
proaches from critics who wrote 1n English, to avoid the problems
that inevitably arise when a eritic’s thought 1s translated Plato, Aris-
totle, and Longmus had to be mcluded because of the umque im-
portance of the contribunion of each, even though this has meant
gwing more than one key passage whose orginal meaning 1s prob-
lematical

I have used ndividual cnitical essays to idlustrate ways in which
works of literature can be discussed, or pomts of view about the na-
ture and value of works of hterary art The modern criical works
quoted and discussed are not meant to represent a complete con-
spectus of modern criicism Nor has it been my intention to give
a full account of the thought of any mdividual eritic—it has been
no part of my am to provide a full account of the philosophy of
Plato or the history of the opmions of John Crowe Ransom A
passage crted might even be untypical of its author the pomt n
which 1 am interested 15 whether it represencs a sigmificant method
or attitnde, not whether it represents its author’s total thought

In short, my aim has been to provide an aid to the meelligent study
of herary cniticism, and of heerature, of a kind that none of the
standard histonies or anthologies provide [ mm concerned with
methodology, with the varymng ways m which the art of Literature
and works of Interature can be profitably discussed, 1 ami not here
concerned wuth critics as such or with the history of crittcism as
such If the “Kenyon school” 15 represented by more than one quota-
tion and the “Chicago school” 1s not represented by any, the reason
1s that the former have provided some references more useful for my
purpose than any that can be found among the writings of the latter
Perhaps I should add that I admire the brilliance and thoroughness
of the “Chicago school” and I have not represented 1t 1n erther Part
One or Part Two only because I have found no convenent short
prece of either phdosophical or practical criticism among the works
of this gronp—a group that has been pnimarily concerned with the
analysis of the procedures of other crittcs To some of these analyses
the reader 1s referred in the course of the discussion

The sections that are set off at the ends of the chapters in the second
and third Parts provide suggestions for development and adaptation 1
am trymng to suggest the kind of thing the reader nmght profitably
work on, and to show the practical relevance of the theoretical posi-
tions discussed in the text I am convinced that 1t 15 more helpful to
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the reader—whatever his purpose and method in using them—to have
a variety of suggestions of this kind, which can be adapred and ex-
panded at will, than to have predigested questions for which much
of the answer 1s implied 1n the way the question 15 pur To ask the
right questions 15 as much a test of critical matunty as to give the
nght answers These appendices are offered both as aids to asking
the pertinent questions and as encouragement 1 finding the answers

Clear conceptions concerning the different thangs the literary critic
can do and has done seem to me the prmary requisite for a serious
mterest i licerary criticism It ss lietle use stuffing one’s head wath
ideas of what this critic smd or that criuc believed 1f one cannot see
clearly m what area of critical activity each critic 15 operating Or,
to put 1t another way, it 15 no use learning a series of answers if one
does not know what the questions were

What kinds of question can the hterary critic ask? We must surely
know this before we can profitably discuss his answers We must
know, too, what kinds of answer can be given before we can begin
to compare one critic’s answers with another’s This book’s purpose
18 to help the reader obtamn this sort of mnformanon 1ts primary ob-
ject 1s clanfication Lest any reader mmagine thar I expect too much
from this or any other kind of literary crmicism, he 15 advised to

turn to the Eprlogue before, rather than after, he has gone through
the book

DAVID DAICHES

Cambridge






PART ONE

The Bhilosophucal Inquiry






The

Platonic dilemma

1

ITERARY CRITICISM concerns itself with any of
several questions It can ask the philosophical question concerming the
nature of wnaginative hiterature, and 1 a logical sense this question
should precede all others—for how can we discuss anything at all
unless we know n the first place what we are talking abour? Yet
mquirers have often asked other questions abourt hterature before they
have defined 1ts nature, and asked them profitably, too, for the road
to understanding does not always follow the most obvious logical
route

The major critical questions

We can ask what lirerature does, which 1s to define 1t m terms of 1ts
function and art the same time to suggest 1ts value We can ask norma-
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tive rather than descriptive questions, seeking to discover how to
distnguish the good from the less good and the bad among lierary
works And in the realm of description we can develop all kinds of
special techniques of demonstration and analysis in such a way as to
mclude or imply a value judgment We may tackle the psychological
problem of how the literary mind operates in creation Finally, criu-
cism may ask no questrons ar all, bue simply seek to increase apprecia-
tion on the reader’s part by any one of a great variety of meth-
ods, ranging from objective demonstration of certain qualies to
impressionistic (or even autobiographical) revelation of how the work
affects the criie The critc’s activity may thus be ontological, func-
tional, normative, descriptive, psychological, or appreciauve Each
of these activities has 1ts place and its usefulness, and the many ques-
tions mvolved can be and have been asked in many different ways

The philosophical mquiry mto the nature of literature--what are
us disunguishing features® how does it duffer from other kinds of
discourse®—has been gomg on in the Western world for well over
two thousand years, and 1t continues today as actively as ever This
15 the lund of questton each generation prefers to answer mn its own
way, for literature 1s 2 complex phenomenon different aspects of
which are seen and emphasized by diffesent ages Yet, though the
answers differ from age to age, there are fanuly resemblances among
groups of answers, and 1t 15 not difficult to make some general classi-
fications among them Further, some answers, however much bound
up with the problems of a particular literature 11 a particular time,
have been especially germinal, later critics have accepred them or
re-interpreted them or built on them or made use of them mn some
other way Perhaps the most fruicful of all criucal discussions de-
voted to mquury into the nature and value of mmagmnative licerature
has been the Poetics of Anstotle, wnitten in the fourth century be-
fore the barth of Christ—and, as we have i, an mcomplete and
fragmentary work—but sull basic to any discussion of the question
Anstotle’s defimition of literature brings out 1ts special, differentiating
qualinies, demonstrates its function and assesses value in terms of that
function, and vindicates st agamst those who consider 1t useless or
immoral,

Laterature, as we are here using the term, refers to any kind of
composition m prose or verse which has for its purpose not the com-
mumication of fact but the telling of a story (either wholly invented
or' given new life throngh mvenuon) or the giving of pleasure
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through some use of the mnventive imagination i the employment of
words This 15 not, of course, a defimition of hiterature, for to give
one at this stage would be to anticipate the whole argument of thus
book, but simply an i'dicatson of how the term 1 being used There
15, oddly enough, no single word in English that corresponds to the
Greek poesis or the German Dichtung, terms which refer to products
of the literary smagination and do not mclude, as the term lterature
does, anything at all that s wricten The rerm poerry as used by some

earher writers=by Sir Phulip Sidoey, Jor exam example, 1n his Apologre for
Poetrie—has_the wider meaning of poesss or D:cbm?xg, but it has

since narrowed 1 _meant ng, just as jiterature has become too wide
Thus it 1s unpossible to translate the title of Goethe’s g great work
Dachrung und Wabrbert into Englsh simply and neatty 1t does not
mean “Poetry and Truth,” but rather “Imagmnatve Wneng and
Truth™ or perhaps even (if one must do 1t mn three words) “Fiction

and Fact ”

Poetry and the moralists

The use of language for other parposes than to commumncate heeral
truth was bound to come under suspicion as soon as moral 1deas were
orgamized and philosophic systems developed At an earlier stage in
cwvihization the distinction between poetuc and Ireral eruth 1s often
blurred, since all discourse n language 15 conducted through a kind
of spontaneous symbohsm, all statement is metaphorical, and the
inagination ss always on hand to describe and nterpret the real world
That 15 what Shelley meant when, n 4 Defence of Poetry (1821),
he claimed that “in the youth of the world” all discourse was n a
sense poetry “Therr (prumtive men’s) language 1s vitally meta-
phorical, that 1s, 1t marks the before unapprehended relations of
things and perpetuates their apprehension, unnl the words which
represent them, become, through nume, signs for poruons or classes
of thoughts nstead of pictures of mregral thoughts, and then if no
new poets should arise to create afresh the associations which have
been thus disorganized, language will be dead to all the nobler pur-
poses of human ntercourse *’

The kind of naive poetry that Shelley was talking about was not
consciously disunguished from other uses of language As soon as
poetry became self-conscious it became suspect If poetry does not

B
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tell the truth, 15 1t not wnmoral, or at best useless® It 15 perhaps
strange that the 1dea that the poetic imagination may reveal pro-
found truths of 1ts own was nothing new or starthng to man m a
very prumtive state of civilization and that as civilization advanced
this awareness disappeared and had to be rediscovered by the con-
scious effort of crinics The vindication of the poetic imagmanon—
which needed no vindication for primitive man-—thus became one of
the most important functions of lterary critics i a self-conscious
civihzation

The poet as dwmely mspired

An obvious way of achieving this vindication was to differentiate
sharply between imagmative lierature (or poetry, 1 Sidney’s scnse)
and all other forms of discourse The poct was a possessed creature,
not using language m the way that normal human beings do, but
speaking in a divinely inspired frenzy Such a view removed the
poet from ordinary canons of judgment, and made lum something
between a prophet and a madman—somenimes one, sometimes the
other, and sometimes both There was, of course, a very primuve
element in this view—the prophet working himself up mto a frenzy
before becorning possessed and delivering the word of Ged s a com-
mon enough notion m early stages of civilization—but nevertheless the
view could be developed with deliberate sophistication m order to
put the poet beyond the reach of philosophic censure Plato suggests
this view n a passage in his Phaedrus

The third kund ss the madness of thdse who are possessed by the Muses,
this enters mto a delicate and vicgin soul, and there mspiring frenzy,
awakens lyrical and all other numbers, with these adorning the myriad
actions of ancient heroes for the nstruction of posterity But he who,
having no touch of the Muses’ madness in his soul, comes to the door and
thinks that he will ger into the temple by the help of art—he, I say, and
hus poetry are not adrmtred, the sane man 15 nowhere at all when he enters
into rivalry with the madman

Plato develops this view at greater length in his fom, m which the
poet is presented as the mnspired rhapsodist through whom God

1 The quotations from Plato are Jowett's translation, with some munor alterstons
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speaks, a man lacking art and voliion of his own, a passive vehicle
merely. In this dialogue, Socrates 1s spealung to lon

The g@ft which you possess 1s not an art, but, as I was just saying, an
nspiration, there 15 a divinity moving you, like that contaned in the stone
which Euripides calls a magnet, but which 15 commonly known as the
stone of Heraclea This stone not only attracts tron nings, bue also imparts
to them a sinular power of attracting other rings, and sometimes you may
see a number pf pieces of wron and nngs suspended from one another so as
to form quite 2 long chamn and all of them derive their power of suspension
from the original stone In like manner the Muse first of all nspires men
herself, and from these inspired persons a chamn of other persons 1s sus-
pended, who take the mspiration from them For all good poets, epic as
well as lynec, compose their beautiful poems not by art, but because they
are wnspired and possessed And as the Corybantian revellers when they
dance are not i thewr nght mind, so the lyric poets are not in their nght
ymund when they are composing their beauuful strains but when falling
under the power of music and metre they are mspired and possessed, hike
Bacchic maidens who draw milk and honey from the rivers when they are
under the mnfluence of Dionysus, but not when they are in their nght mnd
And the sou] of the lyric poet does the same, as they themselves say, for
they tell us that they bring songs from honeyed fountans, culling them
out of the gardens and dens of the Muses, winging their way there from
flower to flower hke the bees And thus 1s true For the poet 1s a light and
winged and holy thing and there 1s no invention in tum until he has been
mspired and 15 out of tus senses, and the mind s no longer in him when
he has not artamed to thss state, he 15 powerless and 15 unable to utter hus
oracles Many are the noble words in which poets speak concerning the
acuons of men, bur like yourself when speaking abour Homer, they do
not speak of them by any rules of art they are simply inspired ro utter that
to which the Muse impels them, and that only, and when nspired, one of
them will make dithyrambs, another hymns of prase, another choral
strains, another epic or 1ambic verses—and he who 1s goed at one 15 not
good at any other kind of verse for ot by art does the poet sing, but by
power divine Had he learned by rules of art, he would have known how
to speak not of one theme only, but of all, and therefore God takes away
the minds of poets, and uses them as hus munisters, as he also uses diviners
and holy prophets, 1n order that we who hear them may know them to be
speakmng not of themnselves who utter these priceless words mn a state of
unconsciousness, but that God humself 1s the speaker, and that through
them he 15 conversing with us And Tynnichus the Chalaidian affords a
striking instance of what I am saying he wrote nothung that anyone would
care to remember but the famous paean wiuch 15 1n every one’s mouth,
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one of the finest poems ever written, sumply an invention of the Muses,
as he himself says For m this way the God would seem to mdicate to us
and not allow us to doubt that these beautiful poems are not human, or
the work of man, but divine and the work of God and that the poets
are only the interpreters of the Gods by whom they are severally possessed
Was not this the lesson which the God mntended to teach when by the
mouth of the worst of poets he sang the best of songs?

Ton 15 a rhapsodist who recites and embellishes the works of the
great poets The poet 15 mspired by the God, and the rhapsodist 1s
inspired by the poet, and so the magnetic chan develops There 15 a
certain amount of wony n the way Socrates makes lon admit that he
is not m hus right mind when he recites and nterprets Homer “Are
you not carried out of yourself, and does not your soul m an ecstasy
scem to be among the persons or places of which she 1s speaking,
whether they are in Ithaca or 1n Troy or whatever may be the scene
of the poem™” And lon reples, “That proof strikes home to me, Soc-
rates For I must confess that at the tale of pity my eyes are filled
with tears, and when I speak of horrors, my hair stands on end and
my heart throbs 7 “Well, Ion,” Socrates reples, “and what are we
to say of a man who at a sacnfice or festival, when he 1s dressed in
hohday attire, and has gold crowns upon his head, of which nobody
has robbed him, appears weepwg or pamc-stricken in the presence
of more than twenty thousand friendly faces, when there 15 no one
spotling or wronging him,—1s he in his right mind or 1s he not?” “No
mndeed, Socrates,” lon has to concede, “I must say that strictly speak-
g he 15 not his nght mind ” Socrates then poimnts out that Ion’s
performance produces a simular effect on the spectators, who thus
also become mspired

Do you know that the spectator 15 the last of the rings which, as I am
saymng, derive thewr power from the ongmal magnet, and the rhapsode
like yourself and the actors are intermediate links, and the poet himself
15 the first Iink of all> And through all these the God sways the soul of
men 1 any direction which he pleases, and makes one man hang down
from another There 15 also a chain of dancers and masters and under-
masters of bands, who are suspended at the side, and are the rings which
hang from the Muse And every poet has a Muse from whom he 15 sus-

pended, and by whom he 15 said to be possessed, which 15 nearly the same
thing, for he 15 taken possession of
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Socrates then discusses whether the mspired reciter and interpreter
of the poets can judge betrer of any given matter treated by the
poet than the expert m that subject can (for example, can the rhap-
sodist or the general judge more effectuvely whether Homer cor-
rectly presents the art of war®} and after confusing poor Ion badly
on this subject (and no wonder, for n putting the question thus,
Socrates begs the fundamental questton concerning the difference
between Dichtung and Walirheit, berween poetry and science) forces
him to choose between accepting the charge of dishonesty or ad-
muting that he knows nothing humself but recites and mterprers
through a process of inspiration

The Ion 1s the most elaborate presentation 1n the ancient world of
the notion of poetry as pure inspiration—a notion which has had a
long histary, has gone through many modifications, and which sur-
vives today “Great wits are sure to madness near alli'd,” wrote
Dryden m his Absalom and Achizophel two thousand years later, and
nearly a hundred years before Dryden Shakespeare had noted that

The lunatic, the lover and the poet
Are of 1magination all compact

It 1s possible, of course, that Plato wrote the lon as well as the pas-
sage 1n the Phaedrus with his tongue in fus cheek Cerrainly, the
view of poctry he presented in Book X of the Republic 15 very
different, though this fact does nor mean much, for a philosopher,
like anybody else, has a perfect right to change his mind But the
note of irony which s sustained throughout the lon and the way
which Socrates makes a fool out of Ton suggests that Plato was em-
phasizng the difference between the poet and the philosopher,
wholly to the advantage of the latter Further meditation of this dis-
unction may well have led him to the posiion he mamntans m the
Repubiic

It 1s sigmuficant that the theory of mnspiration which Plaro presents
1n the Jon says nothimg about the poet’s lying he 1s speaking divine
traths, but Plato does not go on to say that divine traths may some-
tumes appear to the ordinary human mind as hreral untruths The
Ion assumes, indeed, that what the poet speaks of 1s the true and the
beautiful, so that we can hardly say that Plato takes refuge in the
theory of mspiration m order to vindicate the poet against the charge
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%_ly__’nﬁg_or irrmponmblilty As Plato developed his moral 1deas fur-
ther,

¢ may well have come to ponder more and more the poet’s
nioral responsibility, and some such development of his thought, to-
gether with further meditation on the war between poet and philoso-

pher, may be the explanation of the famous charges brought agamst
the poet 1n Book X of the Republic

Plato’s wew of the place of the poet m the
good society

The Repubiic 15 an elaborately reasoned discussion of the general prin-
ciples of the good society and the means by which it 1s to be attamed
Any discussion of poetry mn this context 15 bound to be mn a sense
incidental the subject 1s brought m only in a discussion of the means
by which the good society 1s to be attamed and preserved QOur defi-
nition of the good society depends on our notions of God and of
justice, education for the good society will be education i the
proper notions of these subjects

Thus 15 made clear in Book II where Plato is discussing the educa-
tion of the good citzen He msists that all stories told to children
should be morally edifying, they should never suggest wrong 1deas
(One must remember that the poets, especially Homer, were a chief
medmm of education 1n ancient Greece ) Here 18 a characterisuic

passage from Book II, part of 2 dialogue berween Socrates and
Ademmantus

Literature may be either true or false®
Yes

And the young should be trained 1n both kinds, and we begin with the
false?

1 do not understand your meaming, he said

You know, I said, that we begin by telling the cluldren stones which,
though not wholly destitute of truth, are in the man ficunious, and these
stories are told them when they are not of an age to learn gymnastics,

Very true.

That was my meamng when I said that we must teach music [which -
cludes hterature] before gymnastics,

Quute nght, he said.
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You know also that the beginning 15 the most tmportant part of any
work, especiatly i the case of a young and tender thing, for that s the

time at which the character 1s being formed and the desired 1mpression 1s
more readily taken ;

Quite true

And shall we just carelessly allow chuldren to hear any casual tales which
may be devised by casual persons, and to recetve into their minds 1deas
for the most part the very opposite of those which we should wish them
to have when they are grown up?

We can not

Then the first thing wall be to establish a censorship of the wnters of
fiction, and let the censors permit any tale of ficon which s good, and
reject the bad, and we will desice mothers and nurses to tell thewr chuldren
the authorized ones only Let them fashion the mmd with such tales, even
more fondly than they mould the body with their hands, but most of those
which are now m use must be discarded

But which stories do you mean, he sard, and what fault do you find
with them?

A fault which 15 most serious, I said, the fault of telhng a he, and, what
15 more, a bad lie

If we mean our future guardians® to regard the habit of quarreliing among
themselves as of all things the basest, no word should be said to them of
the wars m heaven, or of the plots and fighungs of the geds agamst one
another, for they are not true If they would only beheve us we
would tell them thar quarrelling is unholy, and that never up to this ttme
has there been any quarrelling between civzens  this 1s what old men and
old women should begin by telling ctuldren, and when they grow up, the
poets also should be told to compose for them in a sumilar spirie But the
narrative of Hephaestus binding Here his mother, or of how on another
occasion Zeus sent im flying for talang her part when she was beaten,
and all the battles of the gods in Homer—these tales must not be admitted
into our Starc, whether they are supposed to have an allegorical meaning
or not For a young person can not judge what 1s allegorical and what s
Iieral, anything that he receives mrto his nund at that age 1s likely to be-
come indelible and unalterable, and therefore 1t 15 most important that the
tales which the young first hear should be models of virtuous thoughts

This 15 a remarkable presentation of a navely pedagogical view of
literature And note that while stories about the gods quarrelling are
to be forbidden both because they are unedifying and because they
are not true, Plato has no objection to children beng rold untrue

2 Guardran 18 Plato's name for a member of the ruling caste of the wdeal state
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stories if they are edifymg—stories, for example, that there never has
been any quarrelling berween citizens

In a later passage m Book II Plato makes Socrates disunguish be-
tween the “true he”—"1ignorance 1n the soul of him who 15 deceived”
~and the “lie 1n words,” which 15 “only a kind of mmitation and
shadowy picture of 2 previous affection of the soul, not pure un-
adulterated falsehood ” The true he 15 hated by gods and men, but
“the lie in words 1s 1n cerrain cases useful and not hateful, n deahing
with enemies—thar would be an instance, or agam, when those whom
we call our friends 1n a fit of madness or 1llusion are going to do some
harm, then it 15 useful and 15 a sort of medicine or preventive, also
i the rales of myrthology, of which we were just now speaking—be-
cause we do not know the truth about ancient times, we make false-
hood as much iike truth as we can, and so turn 1t to account

Here Plato touches on a pont which, if developed, might have
led hum to a position close to Aristotle’s view of the probable as 1n a
deep sense more true than the actual But, as so often the case with
Plato, he only touches this point m passing, and goes on at once to
make a distinction berween the poet, who may occasionally tell a use-
ful or probable hie, and God, who can never have any reason to he

Plato’s references to poetry in Book 11 of the Republic do not
constitute a full-scale examination of the nature and value of 1imag-
native hterature, and 1t would be unfair, as well as unwise, to de-
velop 2 complete theory of poetry from them In Book X, however,
he discusses the nature of poetry more fully—though still in the con-
text of the 1deal stare—and brings agamst 1t charges which have been
taken up, m many different ways, again and agam n subsequent gen-
erations The passage 15 worth quoting at length, for 1t constitutes a
major document in the history of enticism and 15 the fullest statement
of an approach to unaginative literature which s natural ro some
kinds of philosophic minds and which 1s therefore always with us
Socrates 15 talking with Glaucon

Of the many exceliences which I perceive in the order of our State, there
1s none whuch upon reflection pleases me berter than the rule about poetry

To what do you refer?

To the rejection of ymutative poetry, which certainly ought not to be
received, as I see far more clearly now that the parts of the soul have been
disunguished

What do you mean?
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Speaking in confidence, for I should not like to have my words repeated
to the tragedians and the rest of the imitative tribe—but 1 do not mind say-
ing to you, that all poetical 1mtations are rwnous to the understanding
of the hearers, and that'the knowledge of their true nature 1s the only anu-
dote to them Can you tell me what smitation 1s* for [ really do not
know

A likely thing, then, that I should know

Well then, shall we begin the eaquiry i our usual manner Whenever
a number of individuals have a common name, we assume them to have
also a corresponding rdea or form —do you understand me?

l1do

Let us take any common instance, there are beds and rables 1n the world
—plenty of them, are there not?

Yes

But there are only two 1deas or forms of them—one the 1dea of z bed,
the other of 2 table

True

And the maker of erther of thern makes 2 bed or he makes a table for
our use, 1 accordance with the idea—that s our way of spealking i this
and similer instances—but no srnficer makes the 1deas themselves how
could he?

Impossible

And there 15 another artist,—1 should bke to know what you would say
of hum

Who 15 he?

One who 15 the maker of all the works of all other workmen

‘What an extraordinary man’

Waut 2 lietle, and there will be more reason for your saymg so For thus
1s he who 15 able to make not only vessels of every kind, but plants and
ammals, umself and all other things—the earth and heaven, and the things
whuch are in heaven or under the earth, he makes the gods also

He must be 2 wizard and no rmustake

Oh! you are sncredulous, are you? Do you mean that there 15 no such
maker or creator, or that n one sense there mght be a maker of all chese
things bur 1n another not® Do you see that there 15 2 way 1 which you
could make them all yourself?

What way?

An easy way enough, or rather, there are many ways m which the feat
might be quickly and easily accomplished, none quicker than that of tumn-
g a murror round and round—you would soon enough make the sun
and the heavens, and the earth and yourself, and other ammals and plants,
and all the other things of which we were just now speaking, mn the mirror

Yes, he said, but they would be appearances only
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Very good, 1 said, you are coning to the point now And the pamnter
t0o 15, as I conceive, just such another—a creator of appearances, 1s he not?

Of course

But then [ suppose you will say that what he creates 1s untrue And yet
there 1s a sense i which the pamnter also creates a bed?

Yes, he satd, but not a real bed

And what of the maker of the bed® were you not saying that he too
makes, not the idea which, according to our view, 1s the essence of the bed,
but only a particular bed?

Yes, I did

Then 1f he does not make that which exists he cannot make true exist-
ence, but only some semblance of existence, and if any one were to say
that the work of the maker of the bed, or of any other workman, has real
existence, he could hardly be supposed to be spealung the truth

At any rate, he rephed, philosophers would say that he was not speaking
the truth

No wonder, then, that lns work too 1s an indistinct expression of truth

No wonder

Suppose now that by the bight of the examples just offered we enquire
who this rmirator 157

If you please

Well, then, here are three beds one existing 1n nature, which 1s made by
God, as I think that we may say—for no one else can be the maker?

No

There 1s another which 1s the work of the carpenter?

Yes

And the work of the pamter 1s a thurd?

Yes

Beds, then, are of three kinds, and there are three artists who superintend
them God, the maker of the bed, and the painter?

Yes, there are three of them

God, whether from choice or from necessity, made one bed n nature
and one only, two or more such 1deal beds neither ever have been nor ever
will be made by God

Why 1s that?

Because even if He had made but two, a third would still appear behind
themn which both of them would have for their 1dea, and that would be
the 1deal bed and not the two others

Very true, he said

(God knew this, and He desired co be the real maker of a real bed, nota
particular maker of a particular bed, and therefore He created 2 bed which
15 essentially and by nature one only.

So we believe.
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Shall we, then, speak of Him as the natural author or maker of the bed?

Yes, he rephed, mnasmuch as by the natural process of creation He 1s the
author of this and of all other things

And what shall we say of the carpenter—ts not he also the maker of
the bed?

Yes

But would you call the painter a creator and maker?

Certamly not

Yet if he 15 not the maker, what 1s he in relation to the bed?

I think, he said, that we may fairly designate him as the 1mitator of that
which the others make

Good, I said, then you call him who 1s third 1n the descent from nature
an umitator?

Certainly, he said

And the tragic poet 1s an imitator, and therefore, kike all other imicators,
he 15 thrice removed from the king and from the truth?

That appears to be so

Then about the imitator we are agreed Now do you suppose that
if a person were able to make the original as well as the image, he would
seriously devote hmself to the image-making branch? Would he allow

imutation to be the ruling principle of tus Iife, as 1f he had nothing higher
n hum?

1should say not

The real artist, who knew what he was imitanng, would be interested in
realittes and not 1 immtations, and would desire to leave as memonals of
himself works many and fair, and, mstead of bemng the author of enco-
miums, he would prefer to be the theme of them

Then must we not infer that all these poencal mdividuals, beginning
with Homer, are only imitators, they copy 1mages of virtue and the like,
but the truth they never reach?

Here 15 another point The wmitator or maker of the tunage knows noth-
ing of true existence, he knows appearances only Am Inot nght?

Yes

Then let us have a clear understanding, and not be sausfied wath half an
explanation

Proceed

Of the punter we say that he will paint reins, and he will pamt a ne?

Yes

And the worker in leather and brass will make them?

Certamnly

But does the pamnter know the nght form of the bit and reins? Nay,
hardly even the workers in brass and leather who make them, only the
horseman who knows how to use them—he knows theswr nght form.
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Most true

And may we not say the same of all things®

What?

That there are three arts which are concerned with all things one which
uses, another which makes, a third winch imitates them?

Justse

Thus far we are pretty well agreed that the imtator has no knowledge
worth mennioming of what he smitates Tmitarion 1s only a kind of play or
sport, and the tragic poets, whether they write in Iambic or 1 Herowc
verse, are umueators in the highest degrees

Very true

And now tell me, I conjure you, has not imitation been shown by us to
be concerned with that which s thrice removed from the truth?

Thus was the conclusion at which I was secking to arrive when [ said
that painting or drawing, and imitation in general, when doing their own
proper work, are far removed from truth, and the companions and friends
and assocrates of a principle within us which s equally removed from
reason, and that they have no true or healthy ain

Exactly

The imtative art 1s an inferior who marries an infernior, and has inferior
offspning

Very true

And 15 this confined to the sight only, or does 1t extend to the heanng
also, relating 1 fact to what we term poetry?

Probably the same would be true of poetry

We may state the question thus —Imitation imitates the actions of men,
whether voluntary or involuntary, on which, as they imagine, a good or
bad resule has ensued, and they rejoice or sorrow accordingly

Were we not saying that a good man, who has the misfortune to lose his
son or gnything else which 15 most dear to hum, will bear the loss with
more equarmty than another? '

[

#ﬂt will he have no sorrow, or shalt we say that although he cannot help
sorrowing, he will moderate his sorrow? There 15 a princtple of law
and reason m hm which bids hum resise, as well as a feelng of his mis-
fortune which 1s foreing him to indulge his sorrow?

True .

The law would say that to be patient under suffering 15 best, and that
we should not give way to impatience, as there 15 no knowing whether
such things are good or evil, and nothing 15 gained by impatience, also, be-

cause no human thing 15 of serious importance, and grief stands i the way
of that which at the moment 15 most required
What 1= mnct remmired? ha aclred
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That we should take counsel abour what has happened, and when the
drce have been thrown order our affairs t the way which reason deems
best, not, hke children who have had a fall, keeping hold of the part struck
and wasung time n sefting up a howl, buc always accustoming the soul
forthwith to apply a remedy, raistng up that which 15 sickly and fallen,
banishing the cry of sorrow by the healing art

Yes, he sard, thav 1s the true way of meeting the artacks of fortune

Yes, I said, and the mgher principle s ready to follow this suggestion of
reason?

Clearly

And the other principle, which mclines us to recollection of our troubles
and to lamentation, and can never have enough of them, we may call 1rra-
tional, useless, and cowardly?

Indeed, we may

And does not the latter—I mean the rebelliovs principle—furnish a great
variety of matersals for imiration® Whereas the wise and calm tempera-
ment, being always nearly equable, s not easy to umrate or to appreciate
when imitated, especially at a public festival when a promiscuous crowd 15
assembled 1n a theatre For the feeling represented 1s one to which they are
strangers

Certainly

Then the imtative poet who aims at being popular 1s not by nature
made, nor s his art intended, to please or to affect the rattonal principle in
the soul, but he will prefer the passionate and fitful temper, which 15 easily
unitated?

Clearly

And now we may farly take him and place him by the side of the
panter, for he 1s Iike hum 10 two ways first, masmuch as s creations have
an mferior degree of truth—n this, I say, he 15 like lum, and he 15 also bike
him in bewng concerned with an infertor part of the soul and therefore we
shail be right in refusing to admit hum into a well-ordered State, because
he awakens and nourshes and strengthens the feclings and impairs the
reason Asin a city when the evil are permitted to have authority and the
good are put out of the way, so 1n the soul of man, as we mantan, the
imitanve poet implants an evil consutution, for he induiges the irranonal
nature which has no discernment of greater and less, bug thinks the same
thing at one nme great and at another small--he 15 a manufacturer of
mages and is very far removed from the truth

Exactly

Bur we have not yet brought forward the heaviest count in our accusa-
tion —the power which poetry has of harming even the good (and there
are very few who are not harmed), 1s surely an awful thing?

Yes, certainly, if the effect 1s what you say.
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Hear and judge The best of us, as I conceive, when we listen to a pas-
sage of Homer, or one of the tragedians, in which he represents some pia-
ful here who 15 drawhing out hus sorrows 1n a long oration, or weeping, and
sminng his breast—the best of us, you know, dehght m giving way to
sympathy, and are 1 raptures at the excellence of the poet who stirs our
feelings most

Yes, of course I know

But when any sorrow of our own happens to us, then you may observe
that we pride ourselves on the opposite quality-—we would fain be quiet
and panient, this 15 the manly part, and the other which delighted us 1n the
recatation 15 now deemed to be the part of 2 woman

Very true, he smd

Now can we be right in praising and admiring another who 1s doing that
which any one of us would abominate and be ashamed of in his own
person?®

No, he said, that 15 certainly not reasonable

Nay, T said, quite reasonable from one pomt of view

What point of view?

If you consider, 1 sard, that when 1n rmsfortune we feel a natural hunger
and desire to relieve our sorrow by weeping and lamentation, and that thus
feehng which 15 kept under control in our own calamities 15 satisfied and
delighted by the poets,—~the better nature in each of us, not having been
sufficiently tramed by reason or habit, allows the sympathenc element to
break loose because the sorrow 1s another's, and the spectator fancies that
there can be no disgrace to humself in prasing and pirymng any one who
comes tellng hum what a good man he 15, and making a fuss about tus
troubles, he thinks chat the pleasure 15 a gain, and why should he be super-
cilious and lose this and the poem too® Few persons ever reflect, as I should
mmagine, that from the evil of other men something of evil 15 commum-
cated to themselves And so the feehng of sorrow which has gathered
strength at the sight of the musfortunes of others 15 with difficulty re-
pressed 1 our swn And does not the same hold also of the nidic-
ulous? There are jests which you would be ashamed to make yourself,
and yet on the comic stage, or indeed in privave, when you hear them,
you are greatly amused by them, and are not at all disgusted at their un-
secmliness,—the case of pity 1s repeated,—there 15 a prnciple i human
nature which 15 disposed to raise a laugh, and this which you once re-
stramned by reason, because you were afraid of bemng thought 2 buffoon, 15
now let out agamn, and having sumulated the nisible faculty at the theatre,
you are betrayed unconsciously to yourself into playing the comic poet
at home.

Quute true, he said

And the same may he said of lust and anger and gll the other affections,
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of desire and pain and pleasure, which are held to be inseparable from
every action—in all of them poetry feeds and waters the passions nstead
of drying them up, she lets them rule, although they ought to be con~
trolled, if mankwind are ever to increase in happiness and virtue

I cannot deny 1t

Therefore, Glaucon, I said, whenever you meet with any of the eulogists
of Homer declaring that he has been the educacor of Hellas, and that he 1
profitable for educanon and for the ordering of human things, and that
you should take him up again and agam and get to know lum and regulate
your whole life according to him, we may love and honour those who say
these things—they are excelient people, as far as their hights extend, and we
are ready o acknowledge thar Homer 15 the greatest of poets and first of
tragedy writers, but we must remain firm 1n our conviction that hymns to
the gods and praises of famous men are the only poetry which ought to
be admutred into our Stare For if you go beyond chis and allow the hon-
eyed muse to enter, either 1n epic or lyric verse, not law and the reason
of mankind, which by comimon consent have ever been deemed best, but
pleasure and pain will be the rulers in our State

That 15 most true, he said

And now since we have reverted to the subject of poetry, let this our
defence serve to show the reasonablencss of our former judgment 1 send-
ing away out of our State an art having the tendencies which we have de-
scribed, for reason constrained us Bur that she may not impute to us any
harshness or want of politeness, let us tell her that there s an ancient quat-
rel between philosophy and poetry, of which there are many proofs
Notwithstanding thus, let us assure our sweet friend and the sister arts of
imitation, that if she will only prove her utle ro exist i a well-ordered
State we shall be delighted to receive her—we are very conscious of her
charms, but we may not on that account betray the truth T dare say,
Glaucon, that you are as much charmed by her as I am, especully when
she appears in Homer?

Yes, indeed, [ am greatly charmed

Shall [ propose, then, that she be allowed to return from exile, but upon
this condition only—that she make a defence of herself in lyncal or some
other metre?

Certanly

And we may further grant to those of her defenders who are lovers of
poetry and yet not poets the permission to speak in prose on her behalf
ler them show not only that she 15 pleasant but also useful to Srates and to
human Ife, and we will isten n a kindly spint, for of this can be proved we
shall surely be the gamners-~I mean, if there 1s a use 1n poetry as well as a
delighe?

Certainly, he said, we shall be the gainers

If her defence fails, then, my dear friend, like other persons who are
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enamoured of somerhing, bur put a restramme upon themselves when they
think their desires are opposed to their interests, so too must we after the
manner of lovers give her up, though not withour a struggle We too are
mspired by thac love of poetry which the education of noble States has
implanted 1n us, and therefore we would have her appear at her best and
truest, but so long as she 15 unable to make good her defence, this argument
of ours shall be a charm to us, which we will repeat ro ourselves while we
listen to her strains, that we may not fall away wmto the childish love of her
which captivates the many At all events we are well aware that poetry be-
g such as we have described 15 not to be regarded seriously as attaining to
the truth, and he who listens to her should be on his guard agamst
her seductions and make our words hus law

Yes, he saud, I quite agree with you

Yes, I sard, my dear Glaucon, for great 1s the 15sue at stake, greater than
appears, whether a man 1s to be good or bad And what will any one be
profited if under the imfluence of honour or money or power, aye, or
under the excitement of poetry, he neglect justice and vartue?

Yes, he said, I have been convinced by the argument, as I beheve that
any one else would have been

The significance of Plato’s objections to poetry

Plato’s primary objection to poetry mught be called an epistemological
one—1t stems from his theory of knowledge If true reality consssts
of the #deas of things, of which ndwvidual objects are but reflections
or wtauons, then anyone who imtates those indwidual objects 15
umtating an imsgtanon, and so producing something which 15 sull
further removed from ulumate reality It 1s sigmuficanc that Plato
develops this argument first with reference to the panter, and that
he takes a simple representational view of panting Here the pomnr 15
clear enough representational panting s an imearion of a specific
object or groups of objects, and if it 1s nothing bue that, if realiy
lies not n individual objects but 1 general 1deas or forms, then, from
the pont of view of the philosopher whose mamn nterest s mn ap-
prehending reality, the pamnter 15 not doing anything particularly
valuable—though on rhe other hand what he 1s doing 1s not necessarily
victous (Why 1t did not occur to Plato that the pamter, by pamnting
the :deal object, could suggest the ideal form and thus make durect
contact with reahty m a way demed to ordinary perception, 1s not
¢asy to see presumably because he could not conceive of reality as
bemng apprehensible through the senses at all.)
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Just as the pamnter, furthermore, only imitates what he sees and
does not know how to make or to use what he sees (he could pamt a
bed, but not make one}, so the poet smutates realty without neces-
sarily understanding 1t Not only, therefore, are the arts imitations of
imitations and thus thrice removed from the truth they are also the
product of a futile ignorance The man who wmitates or describes or
represents without really knowing what he 15 mmirating 15 demon-
strating both his lack of useful purpose and his lack of knowledge
“The teal artst, who knew what he was wmtatng, would be in-
terested 1n realities and not i nutations, and would desire to leave
as memonals of himself works many and fair, and, instead of being the
author of encommms, he would prefer to be the theme of them ™ If
Homer had understood what makes men behave well, mstead of
merely describing men behaving well, he would have been atr the
second mstead of the third remove from ideal teuth and have been a
much more useful citizen

This emphasis on practicaiity and uulity 1s perhaps surprising n
a phalosopher (something very like Plato’s objections to are, though
not dertving from his parnicular theory of knowledge, consritutes the
standard Phistne argument agamse taking art seriously) but one
must remember always that i these passages from the Republic
Plaro 15 discussing the proper envirommnent for producing the good
citizen, the “guardian” of the :deal state This emphasis on practicality
goes even further, however, than 1t would ever do m the normal
Phulistine argument, for Plato 1 not content with putting the “imt-
tator” of somcthing bLelow is maker {(as the man who paints reins
and abit ss infenor to the maker of them), he puts the maker below the
user “There are three arts which are concerned with all things
one which uvses, another which makes, a third which inutates them ”
The uscr teaches the maker, whose product 15 then imitated (panted
or described) by the artist Presumably the philosopher who by med:-
tatton 15 led to an understanding of the 1deal form of the thing made
15 far above both user and maker, but Plato docs not say so here If
he had, 1t mght have led him to the notion that the artist might be
the one to suggest or indicate the deal form After all, as has been
many tmes pointed out, 1t 15 by every lund of poctic device—meta-
phor, symbol, fiction—that Plato puts his own philosophy across, and
Book X itscif, n the words of Lord Lindsay, “begins with an attack
on poetry and ends with a poem ”

The arust, then, 15 but an imitator of an mmstation and m addition
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vhe 15 1ignorant of the true use and nature of what he imitates This 1s
Plato’s mamn objection to poetry, but there are two further objections”
closely related to it Not only 15 arustic imutation, whether in pamtimg
or m Iierature, far removed from the truth, it both employs and
appeals to an infersor part of the human faculties “The imitative poet
» who amms at being popular 15 not by nature made, nor 1s his art n-
tended, to please or to affect the rational principle mn the soul, but
he will prefer the passionate and fitful tempet, which 15 easily 1mu-
tated ” The poet does not deal calinly, wisely, and equably with the
essential tructh of things but exciredly with therr changing surfaces
This leads to the third and more serious charge—that “poetry feeds
» and waters the passions mstead of drymng them up” Plato the phi-
losopher naturally opposes (as certam Christian thinkers were to do
later) the reason to the passions it 15 the duty of the wise man to
control passton by reason, poetry, by exciing and strengthemng
the passions, makes this task more difficule There 15 no trace n Plaro
—or ndeed anywhere in Greek thoughe—of the modern romanuc
notion that self-indulged emotion s wself good or valuable, or that
sensibiity as such—the capacity to be easily moved—is a sign of su-
perior character Plato would have been equally astorushed at Henry
‘Mackenzie’s admuration of “the man of feeling” and at Wordsworth’s
,defense of poetry as “the sponraneous overflow of powerful feeling,”
to say nothing of more extravagant romantc defenses of emotional
self-indulgence
Poetry, therefore, according to Plato, 1s far removed from truth,
and springs from mproper knowledge and lack of understanding of
both how to use and how to make what 1t describes, 1t 15 the product
of an “inferior part of the soul”, and 1t harms by nourshing the
passions, which ought to be controlled and disciplined Any de-
fense of poetry aganst Plato would have to tackle first the epistemo-
logical argument, that poetry is inferior because 1t 15 an mitarion
of an imitation, proceed to show that the poetic gift derives from a
umquely significant human faculty, and finally demonstrate that if
pogtry arouses passion 1t 15 only i order 1 the long run to allay it or
disciphine 1t Ths triple task 1s brilhantly achieved by Auistotle 1n hus
Poetics, Perhaps Plato was not unaware of the possibility of defending
poetry along the hnes that Aristotle was to take his final remarks on
poetry in the Republic suggest that he has presented only the brief
for the prosecution and 1s awasting the arguments of the defense
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Hristotelian solution

2

HE PLATONIC DILEMMA 15 at once the dilemma of
the metaphysician and of the practical morabst, it reflects whar Plato
hsmself calls the “ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry™
and at the same tme appeals to the man of affans to whom any ac-
tavity s suspect 1f 1t cannot be directly related to an obvious prag-
manc goal Any effective solution to the dilemma would have to take
both aspects into account

Clarsfication by classification

Arsistotle undertakes to examime the nature and differentiating quals-
ties of imagmative literature with a view to demonstrating that 1t is
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true, serious, and useful (whereas Plato had shown it to be false,
trivial, and harmful) His argument proceeds 1n the characteristically
Anstotelian fashion of disunguishing berween different species of
hterature 1n order to show both what they have m common and
wheremn they differ from each other This leads hum into some faurly
detailed discussion of the different types of Greek literature, which
1$ less nnportant for our purposes than those remarks he makes either
about imagnative literature generally or about one species or another
which dlummate the nature, function, and value of wnagmative hter-
ature as such His classification 15 natarally based on the varieties of
literature with which he was famihar—Anstotle’s method 15 essentially
one of exarmnng observed phenomena with a view fo noting their
quahties and charactenstics His concern 1s the ontological one of
discovering what 1n fact Iiterature 15 rather than the normative one of
describing what it should be He 1s describing, not legsslatung, yer his
description 1s so orgamized as to make an account of the nature of
literature mmvolve an account of its function, and s value emerges
in terms of 1ts function

All the kinds of poetry, says Anstotle—epic, tragic, comic, and
dithyrambic, listing the kinds known to him i Greek lirerature—in-
volve mumesis, mitation or representation, and one can represent vari-
ous aspects of real or imaginary siruanions through any one of a
variety of means or media The kinds of poetry—and Arstotle 15
using the term in the general sense we have discussed earlier—are
therefore distungusshed according to the medmum of representation
they use, what aspects of real or mmagined life they represent, and
the way m which the presentation {or communication, embodiment
and presentation i language) 1s effected The difference 1n medium
between the pamnter and the poet, for example, 1s obvious the former
uses color and form, the latrer uses words 1a their denorative, con-
notatve, rhythmic, and musical aspects Dafferences can also be noted
between the different kinds of use of language employed by writ-
ers of different kinds of lirerature

Amistotle pomnts out that 1n his day there was no common term ap-
plicable to all the ways of employmng language, both in prose and
metrically—no term, that 15, comparable to the modern meaning of
the word Jiterature Clearly meter alone 15 not the disnguishing fea-
ture of poetry, for medical and scientific treatises have been written
n verse (a practice commoner m ancient Greece than today) “There
18 no common term we could apply to the mumes of Sophron and
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Xenarchus and the Socratic dialogues on the one hand, and, on the
other, to poetic wnitations i ambic, elegaic, or any sn‘miar meter
People do, indeed, add the word ‘maker’ or ‘poet’ to the name of
the meter, and speak of elegaic poets, or epic (that 15, hexameter)
poets, as 1f 1t were not the imitation that makes the poet, but the
verse thar entitles them all indiscriminately to the name Even when
a treatise on medicine or natural science 1s brought out m verse, the
author 15 usually called a poet, and yet Homer and Empedocles [a
fifth century philosopher who expressed his philosophical and re-
ligious notions 1 hexameter verse] have nothing m commeon but the
meter, so that 1t would be right to call the one poet, the other phys:-
cist rather than poet ”

If poetry 1s an art of unitatton or representation, and the objects
of mmutation are “men doing or expenencmng something”—men m ac-
non—one can classaify poetry according to the hinds of people it
represents—they arc esther better than they are m real Iife, or worse,
or the same One could present characters, that s, on the grand or
herote scale, or one could trear romeally or humorously the petty
follies of men, ar one could ym ar naturalism, presenting men nerther
heighrenad nor mivialized

Thurd. the poct can tell a story partly m narrative form and partly
through the speeches of the characters {as Homer does), or it can
all be donc m third-person narrative, or the story can be presented
dramaticaily, with no use of third-person narrative at all

These, then, are the three ways i which Arstotle, ar the begmning
of hus treatse, disunguishes between kinds of representational art—
they can differ in the representanve medium employed, in the kinds
of objects represented, and it the wav m which a grnen medum 1
handied, in medium, subject-matter, and technique, as we might put
it Comedy and tragedy differ m the sccond respect tragedy deals
with men on a heroc scale, men “better” (not necessarily v the
simple moral sense but 1 terms of mmpressveness and digrity) than
they are in everyday hife, whereas comedy deals with the more tr1-
vial aspects of human nature, with characters “worse” than they are
in real life, but agan not in the simple moral sense Epic or herowe
poetry 1s like tragedy m this respect (differing in techmque but not
in the kind of characters represented) and satinical poery s hike
comedy Aristotle spends some time speculating on the human faculty
for wuration or representation and on us development He then
embarks on a full-length discussion of tragedy m which he really
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comes to grips with the nature of magmative literature and m domng
so finds a way out of Plato’s dilemma

The nature of tragedy

Reserving epic poetry and comedy for later discussion, Arstotle
exanmnes the nature of tragedy *

A tragedy 1s the wnmtation of an action that 15 serious and also, as having
magmtude, complete in 1tself, in language wirth pleasurable accessones,
cach kind brought m separately 1 the parts of the work, 1n a dramatc,
not m a narrative form, with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith
to accomplish 1ts catharsis of such emotions Here by ‘language with pleas-
urable accessories’ 1 mean that with rhythm and harmony or song super-
added, and by ‘the kinds separarely’ I mean that some portions are worked
out with verse only, and others in turn with song

I As they act the stores, 1t follows that 1n the first place the Spectacle
(or stage-appearance of the actors) must be some part of the whole, and
mn the second Melody and Diction, these two being the means of thesr
imitatton Here by ‘Diction’ T mean merely this, the composition of the
verses, and by ‘Melody,” what 15 too campletely undersrood to require
explanation Bur further the subject represented alse i an acton, and
the action mvolves agents, who must necessar:ly have therr disuncoive
quabities both of character and thought, since 1t 15 from these that we
ascribe certain qualtties to their actions There are i the natural order of
things, therefore, two causes, Character and Thought, of their actions, and
consequently of their success or failure in their hves Now the acuon (that
wiuch was done) 15 represented 1n the play by the Fable or Plot The Fable,
n our present sense of the term, 15 ssmply this, the combination of the -
cidents, or things done 1n the story, wheréas Character 1s what makes us
ascribe certain moral qualities to the agents, and Thouaght 15 shown m all
they say when proving a particular pomt or, 1t may be, enunciating a gen-
eral truth There are six parts consequently of every tragedy, as a whole,
that 15, of such or such quality, viz a Fable or Plot, Characters, Dicnon,
Thought, Spectacle and Melody, two of them ansing from the means, one
from the manner, and three from the objects of the dramanc inutanion,
and there 1s nothing else besides these six Of these, its formative elements,
then, not a few of the dramatists have made due use, as every play, one

may say, admis of Spectacle, Character, Fable, Diction, Melody, and
Thought

1 Ars Poetica, translated by Ingram Bywater {Oxford Clarendon Press)
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IT The most umportant of the six 1s the combimation of the incidents
of the story Tragedy 1s essentially an mutation not of persons but of action
and life, of happiness and misery All human happiness or misery takes the
form of action, the end for which we live 15 a certain kind of actvIty, notc
a qualty Character gives us qualities, but it 1s m our actions—what we do
~that we are happy or the reverse In a play accordingly they do not act
i order to portray the Characters, they melude the Characters for the sake
of the action Sa that 1t 15 the action 1n 1t, 1¢ 1ts Fable or Plot, that 15 the
end and purpose of the tragedy, and the end 1s everywhere the chief thing
Besides this, a tragedy 15 impossible without action, bat there may be one
without Character The tragedies of most of the moderns are characterless
—a defect common among poets of alt kinds, and with 1ts counterpart m
painting 1 Zeuxis as compared with Polygnotus, for whereas the latter 1s
strong in characrer, the work of Zeuxis 1s devoid of 1t And again one may
string together a series of characteristic speeches of the utmost fimsh as
regards Diction and Thought, and yet fail to produce the true tragic ef-
fect, but one will have much betrer success with a tragedy which, however
inferior n these respects, has a Plot, a combination of inadents, in 1t And
again the most powerful elements of atrraction in Tragedy, the Peripenes®
and Discoveres, are parts of the Plot A further proof 1s m the fact that
beginners succeed earher with the Diction and Characters than with the
construction of a story, and the same may be said of neerly all the early
dramatists We maintain, therefore, that the first essential, the hie and
soul, so to speak, of Tragedy s the Plot, and that the Characters come
second—cormpare the paralle] in pamtmg, where the most heaunful colours
Jaud on without order wall not give one the same pleasure as a stmple black-
and-white sketch of a portrart. We maintan that Tragedy 15 pnmanly an
intatton of aceton, and that it 1 mamly for the sake of the acuen that nt
tnitates the personal agents Third comes the element of Thought, 1¢ the
power of saying whatever can be said, or what 15 appropriate to the oc-
casion This 1s what, 1 the speeches in Trigedy, falis under the arts of
Politics and Rhetoric, for the older poets make their personages discourse
like statesmen, and the moderns like rhetoricians One must not confuse it
with Character Character in a play 15 that which reveals the moral purpose
of the agents, 1 e the sort of thing they seek or avoid, where that s not
obvious—hence there 15 no room for Character m a speech on a purely
mdifferent subject Thoughe, on the other hand, 15 shown in all they say
when proving or disproving some particular pomnt, or enunciating some
umiversal proposiion Fourth among the Literary elements 1s the Dictton of
the personages, 1¢ as before explamed, the expresston of their thoughts in
words, which is practically the same thing with verse as with prose As for
the two remammng parts, the Melody 1s the greatest of the pleasurable

% See page 33
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accessortes of Tragedy The Spectacle, though an attraction, 15 the least
arastic of all the parts, and has least to do with the art of poetry The tragic
effect 15 quite possible without a public performance and actors, and be-
sides, the getung-up of the Spectacle 15 more a matter for the costumuer
than the poet

The sigmficance of plot

Aristotle 1s considering tragedy as a hterary form rather than as a
theatrical presentation, and he does not, therefore, regard the
“spectacle” as an integral part of the dramanst’s medsum “The tragic
effect 1s quite possible without a public performance and actors ” Ac-
tual stage presentation can, of course, immeasurably increase the impact
of a play, and there are certamn aspects of the action and language of
a play written for the stage which can only be justified and fully
appreciated 1f we take into account the particular kind of stage repre-
sentation mtended (as Granvilie-Barker has shown in his Prefaces to
Shakespeare) Anstotle 15 concerned with the essential meamng and
value of a play, not with the techmques of gettiog that meaning and
value across to an audience The most important thing for him is the
action, the arrangement of the events, by which he does not mean of
course the mere summarizable epirome of events (though he some-
tmes talks as though he does) but the way m which the action pro-
ceeds at each pomt Thus the “plot” (1n Arstotle’s sense) of a Shake-
speare play 1s not to be rdentified with the swory he found m his
source—mn Holinshed or 1n an Itahan movells or m an earher play—
even though the summarizable plots may be almost identical if that
were so, then one could not at the same time mamtamn Shakespeare's
greatness as 2 dramatist and hold thar “the plort 1s the hfe and soul of
tragedy ” Sumilarly, the plots of Aeschylus or Sophocles are not
dentical with the myths on which they based their tragedics, even
though the tragedies did in fact use the stories as known 1n the myths
Plot 15 spmething fuller and subtler than this, 1t 1s the way 1 which
the action works itself out, the whole causal cham which leads to
the final outcome

In this sense, plot can be said to be the “soul” of tragedy as well
as of certamn kinds of novel Character 15 mmportant, too, but im-
portant as a causal element i the plot In a dramatic monologue by
Browning character 1s interesting for its own sake, Browning s spot-
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hghting a psychological situanion, he 1s not terested i character
as contributing to a pattern of action but i character as revealing a
certan kind of approach to life, a certam way of reacting to ex-
perience Many of the unacrable “closet dramas™ of the nmeteenth
century are simply collections of dramatic monologues rather than
true dramas whose essential hife consists m their action But a novel
like Jane Austen’s Ewmma, no less than tragedies hike Sophocles'
Oedipus the King and Shakespeare’s Hamlet, develops its meaning
through the progression of the action, what Emma does illustrates
what she 25, and the way i which her actions affect other people and
mnteract with other people’s actions not only helps to reveal character
but also provides the essence of the novel the mteractions of different
characters result 1n a plot pattern i which lLes the nature of Jane
Austen’s ronic contemplation of the social scene If Emmna consisted
of a serics of sclf-revelations of the characters in conversation, without
any plot, or if Hamilet were only a senies of sohloquies by the hero
i which he revealed lus soul and discussed huis dilemma without any-
thing taking place, these works would doubtless possess a certan m-
terest but not the kind of mterest proper to a novel or a drama So
Anstotle’s arrangement of the clements of tragedy in an order of
mportance which puts plot first and character sccond, with thought®
therd and diction fourth, seems logical enough *

#The term dranora, which 1s here rendered rhonght, 1s not easy to translate Bywarer
comunents  “Thamewr in the sense it bears mn the Poetics 1s, ke ethos {(character), an
element in the personabiry of the drimany personae 1t s therr mellecrual capaciy, as
evinced in their language (or it may be in thetr acttons), and 1t 15 to be seen whenever
they argue or make an appeal to the feelings of their hearers, 1n other words when
they reasen or pread with one of the other ﬁan\atls personae i the same sort of way
as a rhetor mught do Ilence 1t 1s that the general theory of the dumora i a play 1s sad
o belong to Rhetonic rather than Poetry, and a speech with a grear dwplay of dianows
1 it 15 2 thetorical speceh ™ (Aristotle on the Art of Poerry, with eritical mtroduction,
translanion and commentary, by Ingram Bywater, Oxford, 1900, p 1647 An obvious
example of drarom m Shakespearean tragedy would be Antony's funeral speech n
Jules Caerar The famaous speech on “degree” by Ulysses m Trodus and Cresnda
would also be pure duano

4 The modern cnitic of poenc drarma would be mehned ro put dietion hugher up m
the scale, for he would consider 1t tu mean more than the most effective expression of
a required pomnt, but the whole way of bodving forth a sirnanion 1n a language ful} of
suggestuon and ¢vocation Indeed, the poetry of a poetic drama can hardly be separated
from the other sigmficant elements, for v 15 largely what creates these elements or at
least what gives them meaning Arntotle here shows no snterest 1 the exploratory
aspects of poetic language, those aspects which, by the effective use of image and
symbol, help to create a whole world of echong meanung His approach 1s analynce,
his are the notes of an observer and a thinker who 15 accustomed to clanfy knowledge
in the first instance by classification, and he has nothing ro say of the crganic refation
of the vanous elements 1o each other and to the whole, except m so far as chey are all
related to plot
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So far, Aristotle has not touched on those aspects of tragedy which
differentiate 1t from other kinds of drama, nor, except for the almost
casual menton of melody and spectacle, on those which differentiate
t from other kinds of narrative, such as the epic or the modern novel
And he has smd nothmg yet that 15 at all relevant to the charges
brought against poetry by Plato He has much more to say about the
nature of plot in general before he comes to specify the nature of a
tragic plot, and only when he has done that does he proceed to draw
conclusions about the narure and value of tragedy, where, without
mentiomng Plaro or hus arguments, he ahswers Plato’s charges

Having thus distinguished the parts, let us now consider the proper con-
struction of the Fable or Plot, as that 15 at once the first and the most
important thing in Tragedy We have laid 1t down that a tragedy s an 1m-
tat1on of an action that 15 complete i 1tself, as a whole of some magmtude,
for 2 whole may be of no magnitude to speak of Now a whole 1s that
which has beginming, middle, and end A begmning 1s that which 15 not
itself necessarily after anything else, and which has naturally someihing
slse after it, an end 15 that which 1s naturally after somethmg itself, either
1 1t3 necessary or usual consequent, and with nothing else afrer 1t, and a
muddle, that which 13 by nature afrer one thing and has also another afrer
it A well-constructed Plot, therefore, cannot either begin or end at any
point one hikes, beginning and end n 1t must be of the forms just deseribed
Again 1o be beautiful, 2 hving creature, and every whole made up of parts,
must not only present a ccrtain order m its arrangement of parts, but also
be of a certain definite magmmude Beauty 15 a matcer of size and order,
nd therefore smpossible erther (1) 1n a very minute creature, since our
perception becomes mdistinet as 1t approaches nstantaneiry, or (2) in a
creature of vast swwe——one, say, 1,000 nules long—as 1 that case, nstead
of the object being seen all at once, the unity and wholeness of 1t 15 lost
to the beholder Just m the same way, then, as a beautiful w hole made up of
parts, or a beautiful living creature, must be of some size, a size to be taken
it by the eye, so a stary or Plot must be of some length, but of 2 length to
be taken in by the memory As for the hout of 1ts length, so far as that 15
relative to public performances and spectacors, it does not fall within the
theory of poetry If they had to perform a hundred tragedies, they would
be timed by water-clocks, as they are said to have been at one period The
lent, however, set by the actual nature of the thing s this the longer the
story, consistently wiath its being comprehensible as a whole, the finer it
1s by reason of 1ts magnitude As a rough general formula, ‘a fength which
allows of the hero passing by 2 series of probable or necessary stages from
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musfortune to happiness, or from happmess to misfortune,’ may suffice as
a it for the magmitude of the srory

The Unity of a Plot does not consist, as some suppose, 1n 1ts having one
man as 1ts subject An mﬁn'lty of things befall that one man, some which 1t
15 :mpossible to reduce to unsty, and m hke manner there are many actions
of one man which cannot be made to form one action One sees, therefore,
the mustake of 2]l the poets who have written a Heraclerd, a Theseid, or
sumlar poems, they suppose that, because Heracles was one man, the
story also of Heracles must be one story Homer, however, evidently
understood this pomnt quite well, whethe: by art or mstinet, just in the
same way as he excels the rest in every other respect In wrnting an Odys-
sey, be did not make the poem cover all that ever befell hus hero-—it befell
him, for mnstance, to get wounded on Parnassus and also to feign madness
at the nme of the call to arms, but the two mcidents had no probable or
necessary connexson with one snother—nstead of deing that, he ook an
action with a Unsty of the kind we are desernibing as the subject of the
Odyssey, as also of the Isad The truth 1s that, just as i the other umeanve
arts one mmiration 1s always of one ching, so 1 poetry the story, as an imita-
tion of action, must represent one action a complete whole, with s sev-
eral incidents so closely connecred thar the transposal or wirthdrawal of any
one of them wil} disjomn and dislocate the whole For that which makes no

percepuible difference by uws presence or absence 1s ro real part of the
whale

From what we have sard 1¢ will be seen that the poet’s function 1s to
describe, not the thing that has happened, but a kind of thing that might
happen, 1¢ what 15 posstble as being probable or necessary The distinction
between historian and poet 1s not i the one wrniting prose and the other
verse—you rught put the work of Herodotus nto verse, and 1t would still
be a species of history, 1t consists really in thas, that the one describes the
thing that has been, and the other a lund of thing that might be Hence
poetry 1s something more phulosophic and of graver import than history,
since 1ts statements are of the nature rather of wmiversals, whereas those of
history are singulars By a universal statement I mean one as to what such
or such a kind of man will probably or necessanly say or do—which 1s the
aim of poetry, though it affixes proper names to the characters, by a smgu-
lar statement, one as to what, say, Alcibiades did or had done to lum In
Comedy this has become clear by this time, 1t 1s only when theur plot 15 al-
ready made up of probable incidents that they give 1t a basis of proper
names, choosing for the purpose any names that may occur to them, in-
stead of wnting like the old 1ambic poets about particular persons In
Tragedy, however, they sull adhere to the histortc names, and for this
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reason what convinces 1s the possible, now whereas we are not yet sure
as to the p0551b111ry of that which has not happened, that which has hap-
pened 1s manufestly possible, else 1t would not have come to pass Never-
theless even m Tragedy there are some plays with but one or two known
names 1n them, the rest bemng inventions, and there are some without a
single known name, e g Agathen’s Antheus, in which both mncidents and
names are of the poet’s invention, and 1t 15 no less debightful on that ac-
count So that one must not aun at a ngld adherence to the traditional
stortes on which tragedies are based Ir would be absurd, m fact, to do so,
as even the known stories are only known to a few, though they are a
delight none the less to all

It 15 evadent from the above that the poet must be more the poet of his
stories or Plots than of his verses, nasmuch as he 15 a poet by virtue of the
mnitative element in his work, and it 1s acnons that he imitates And 1f he
should come to take a subject from actual history, he 15 none the less a poet
for that, since some historic occurrences may very well be i the probable
and possible order of things, and 1t 15 sn that aspect of them that he 1
their poet

Of stmple Plots and actions the episodic are the worst T call a Plot
episodic when there 1s neither probability nor necessity in the sequence of
its episodes  Actions of this sort bad pocts construct thisugh thar own
faule, and good ones on account of the plavers His work bemg for public
performance, a good pocet often stretches out a Plot bevond its capabilines,
and 15 thus obliged o t 15t the sequence of naident

Tragedy, howcver, 15 an 1mitanion not only of a complete acton, but
also of incidents arousing pity and fear Such meidents have the very great-
est effect on the mind when they occur unexpectedly and at the same
time 1 consequence of one another, there 15 more of the marvellous m
them then than if they happened of themselves or by mere chance Even
mateers of chance seem most marvellous if there 1s an appearance of design
as 1t were 1n them, as for instance the statue of Mitvs at Argos killed the
author of Mitvs’ death by falling down on him when a looker-on at a
public spectacle, for incidents like that we think to be not without 2 mean-
mg A Plot, therefore, of this sort 1s necessartly finer than others

Plots are erther simple or complex, since the acttons they represent are
nararally of this twofold description The action, proceeding in the way
defined, as one contunuous whole, I call simple, when the change in the
hero’s forrunes rakes place without Peripety or Discovery, and complex,
when 1t mnvolves one or the other, or both These should each of them
arise out of the structure of the Plot itself, so as to be the consequence,
necessary or probable, of the antecedents There 15 a great difference be-
tween a thing happening propter hoc and post hoc
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A Penpety 15 the change from one state of things withun the play to s
opposite of the kind described, and that too m the way we are saying, in
the probable or necessary, sequence of events, as 1t 15 for instance m
Oedipus here the opposite state of things 15 produced by the Messenger,
who, conung to gladden Oedipus and to remove his fears as to hus mother,
reveals the secret of hus birth And i Lysceus just as he 1s being led off
for execurion, with Danaus at his side to put him to death, the incidents
preceding this bring 1t about that he 1s saved and Danaus put ro death A
Discovery 1s, as the very word implies, a change from ignorance to knowl-
edge, and thus to either love or hate, in the personages marked for good
or evil fortune The finest form of Discovery 1s one attended by Peripetes,
hke that which goes with the Discovery i Oedipus There are no doubt
other forms of 1t, what we have sa:d may happen mn a way in reference to
manmmare things, even things of a very casual lund, and 1t 15 also possible
to discover whether some one has done or not done something But the
form most directly connected with the Plot and the action of the piecc is
the first-mentioned This, with a Peripety, will arouse either pity or fear—
actions of that nacure bemg what Tragedy 15 assumed to represent, and
it will also serve to brmg abour the happy or unhappy ending The Dis-
covery, then, being of persons, 1t may be that of one party only to the
other, the latter bemg already known, or both the parties may have to
discover themselves Iplugenia, for mnstance, was discovered to Orestes by
sending the letter, and another Discovery was required to reveal um to
Iphgena

Two parts of the Plot, then, Peripery, and Discovery, are on matters of
this sort A third parc s Suffering, which we may define as an action of a
destructive or par-ful narure, such as murders on the stage, tortures,
woundings, and tte lihe The other two have been already explamed

The next ponts after what we have said above will be these (1) What
15 the poet to am at, and what 15 he to avoud, in construening his Plors® and
{2) What are the condicions on whach the tragic effeet depends?

We assuine that, for the finest form of Tragedy, the Plot must be not
simple but complex, and further, that 1t must imiate actions arousing piry
and fear, since that 1s the distinctive function of this kind of wmitanion It
follows, therefore, that there are three forms of Plot to be avoided (1) A
good man must not be seen passing from happiness to misery, or (2) a bad
man from misery to happiness The first situanion s not fear-inspiring or
piteous, but stmply odious to us The second 1s the most untragic that can
be, 1t has no one of the requisites of Tragedy, 1t does not appeal either to the
human fce]mg 1N S, OF to our pity, of to our fears Nor, on the other hand,
should (3) an extremely bad man be seen faling from happiness imto
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misery Such a story may arouse the human feeling 1n us, but 1t will not
move us to either pity or fear, pity 15 occasioned by undeserved musfortune,
and fear by thar of one like ourselves, so that there will be nothing either
piteous or fear-nspiring i the situanion There remains, then, the mter-
mediate kind of personage, 2 man not pre-eminently virtuous and just,
whose misfortune, however, 1s brought upon hin not by vice and depraviry
but by some error of judgement, of the number of those in the enjoyment
of great reputation and prospenity e g Oedipus, Thyestes, and the men of
note of similar farnihes The perfect Plot, accordingly, must have a single,
and not (as some rell us) a double 1ssue, the change 1n the hero’s fortunes
must be not from misery to happiness, but on the contrary from happiness
to musery, and the cause of 1t must lie not 1n any depravity, but in some
great error on his part, the man humself being esther such as we have de-
scribed, or better, not worse, than that Faet alse confirms our theory
Though the poets began by accepung any tragic story that came-to hand,
m these days the finest tragedies are always on the story of some few
houses, on that of Alcmeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Tele-
phus, or any others that may have been mvolved, as either agents or
sufferers, 1n some deed of horror The theoretically best tragedy, then, has
a Plot of this description The critics, therefore, are wrong who blame
Euripides for talang this ine m his tragedies, and giving many of them an
unhappy endmg It 1s, as we have said, the right line to take The best proof
1s this on the stage, and 1n the public performances, such plays, properly
worked out, are seen to be the most cruly tragic, and Euripides, even of his
execution be faulty in every other pomnt, 1s seen to be nevertheless the most
tragic certainly of the dramatists After this comes the construction of
Plot which some rank first, one with a double story (like the Odyssey)
and an opposite 1ssue for the good and the bad personages 1t 1s ranked as
first only through the weakness of the audiences, the poers merely follow
their public, writing as its wishes dictate But the pleasure here 1s not that
of Tragedy It belongs rather to Comedy, where the bitterest enemtes
the piece (e g Orestes and Aegisthus) walk off good fniends at the end,
with no slaying of any one by any one

The tragic fear and pity may be aroused by the Spectacle, but they may
also be aroused by the very structure and metdents of the play—which 1s
the better way and shows the better poet The Plot m fact should be so
framed that, even without seeing the thmgs take place, he who simply
hears the account of thern shall be filled with horror and pity at the -
cidents, whrch s just the effect that the mere reciral of the story m Oedspus
would have on one To produce this same effect by means of the Spectacle
1s less arustic, and requires extraneous aid Those, however, who make use
of the Spectacle to put before us that which 1s merely monstrous and not
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productive of fear, are wholly our of touch with Tragedy, not every kind
of pleasure should be required of a tragedy, but only its own proper
pleasure ,

The tragic pleasure 15 that of pity and fear, and the poet has to produce
1t by a work of imtation, 1t 15 clear, therefore, that the causes shouid be
inciuded 1n the incidents of his story Let us see, then, what kinds of m-
cident strike one as horrible, or rather as pitecus In a deed of thus de-
scription the parties must necessanly be ether friends, or enemtes, or in-
different to on¢ another Now when enemy does 1t on enemy, there 15
nothing to move us to pity either in his doing or 1 tus medirating the
deed, except so far as the acruzl pam of the suffeier 15 concerned, and the
same 1s true when the parties are indifferent to one another Whenever the
tragic deed, however, 15 done within the fanmly—when murder or the Iike
18 done or medstated by brother on brother, by son on father, by mother
on son, or son on mother—these are the situations the poet should seek
after The tradihonal stoties, accoidingly, must be kept as they are, e g
the murder of Clytacminestra by Orestes and of Erphyle by Alemeen At
the same tumc even with these there 1s somerhing left to the poer himself,
it 1s for hum to devise the nght way of treaning them Let us explain more
clearly whae we mean by ‘the right way * The deed of horror may be done
by the doer knowingly and consciously, as in the old poets, and 1n Medea's
murder of her children in fuiipides Or he may do it, but in ignotance of
tus relationship, and discover char afterwards, as does the Qedipus 1n Soph-
ocles Here the deed 15 aunvide the play, but st may be within 1t, like the
act of the Alemeon i Astydamas, or that of the Telegonus in Ulysses
Wounded A durd possiily 1s for one meditatng some deadly myury
to another, 1 1gnorance of hus relanionship, ro make the discovery n time
to diaw back These cxhaust the possibilites, since the deed must neces-
sarily be either done or not done, and either knowingly or unknowmgly

The wotst situatton 1s when the personage 55 with full knowledge on the
pomt of doing the deed, and leaves 1t undone It1s odious and also (through
the absence of suffering) untagic, hence 1t 1s that no one 15 made to act
thuy cxeept m some few imstances, € ¢ Haemon and Creen m Antigone
Next after this conwks the actual perpetration of the deed medicared A
betrer situatien than that, howescr, 1s for the deed to be done 1n ignorance,
and the relationshup discovered afterwards, since there 1s nothsng odious
1 it, and the Discovery will serve to astound us Bur the best of all 1s the
last, what we have in Cresphontes, for example, where Merope, on the
point of slaying her son, recognizes ham i tume, n Iphigema, where sister
and brother are mn a hke posinon, and n Heile, where the son recogmzes
his mother, when on the pont of giving her vp to her enemy

In the Characrers thete are four points to aum at Fiest and foremost, that
they shall be good There will be an element of character in the play, if
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(as has been observed) what a personage says or does reveals a certain
moral purpose, and a good element of character, 1f the purpose so revealed
1s good Such goodness 15 possible 1n every type of personage, even mn a
woman or a slave, though the one 15 perhaps an inferior, and the other a
wholly worthless being The second point 1s to make them appropriate
The Character before us may be, say, manly, but 1t 1s not appropriate in
a female Character to be manly, or clever The third 1s to make them lke
the reality, which 1s not the same as thewr bemng good and appropriate, 1
our sense of the term The fourth s to make them consistent and the same
throughout, evenf inconsistency be part of the man before one for wmra-
tion as presenting that form of character, he should sull be consistently
mnconsistent The nght thing, however, 15 1n the Characters just as
1 the incrdents of the play to endeavour always after the necessary or the
probable, so that whenever such-and-such a personage says or docs such-
and-such a thing, it shall be the probable or necessary outcome of his char-
acter, and whenever this incident follows on thar, 1t shall be ather the
necessary or the probable consequence of 1t From this one sees (to digress
for 2 moment) that the Dénouement also should anse out of the plot 1t-
self, and not depend on a stage-artifice, as in Medea, or i the story of the
(arrested) deparrure of the Greeks in the Ifiad The artifice must be re-
served for matters outside the Play—for past events beyond human knowl-
edge, or events yet to come, which require to be foretold or announced,
since 1t 15 the privilege of the Gods to know everything There should be
nothing ynprobable among the actual sncidents If 1t be unavordable, how-
ever, it should be outside the tragedy, hike the improbability in the Oedipus
of Sophocles But ro return to the Characters As Tragedy 15 an imitation
of personages better than the ordinary man, we 1 our way should follow
the example of good portrai-panters, who reproduce the distinctive fea-
tures of a man, and at the same time, without losing the likeness, make tum
handsomer than he 15 The poer in hke manner, 1n portraymng men quick
or slow to anger, or with similar mfirmicies of characrer, must know how

to represent them as such, as Agathon and Homer have represented
Achilles .

A great deal of this discussion seems far removed from the general
question of the nature and value of imaginauve literature But we
must remember that Anstotle 15 proceeding by an mductive method,
he garhers his dara before he proceeds to draw any inferences, and his
account of the different elements that go to make up a tragedy are
part of his search for the essential nature of tragedy Only by dis-
covering 1ts essenttal nature n this way can he mfer both what 1s
good and what 1s bad tragedy (and 1t should be noted how m the,
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course of his discusston standards of judgment arise naturally out of
the description of the nature of tragedy—tragedy being this, then
the more us elements are orgamized and chosen so as vo help 1t to
become precisely this, the better the tragedy) and also what its value
and function are Tragedy, of course, 1s chosen as the most unpressive
literary form known to him he discusses epic later on, and apparently
discussed comedy m the lost second book of the Poetzes

Imtation and probabusty

Most of Arsstotle’s remarks on the proper construction of a tragedy
need httle comment, they show him moving logically between discus-
sion of what a tragedy essentually #5 and what makes a tragedy good
of its kind His treatment of unuty and organwation 15 significant as
showmng that he was sensiwve to poetic form, and aware of the
pleasure to be derived from the working of different clements mto a
proper hirerary whole (Plato, though he must have been sensitive to
this aspect of literary are, studiously avoided discussing the satisfac-
tion to be derived from the contemplation of structure and pattern
m hirerature or the possible psychological value of such sansfaction )
But 1z 15 when he comes to discuss the relationship berween poetry
and history chat Ansrotle deals Plato’s attack on poetry as an murta-
tion of an nutation its most damaging blow The poet does not
simply mmitate or represent particular events or sinations which he
happens to have noted or invented, he handles them 1a such a way
that he brings our their umversal and characterisnc elements, thus
illuminating the essential narure of some evenr or swuation whether
or not what he is teling is historically true The poet works “ac-
cording to the law of probability or necessity,” not according to
some chance observation or random mvention He 1s thus more funda-
mentally scientific and serious than the historian, who must restrice
himself to what happened to have occurred and cannot arrange or
invent his facts in order to present what, m terms of human psy-
chology and the nature of things, 15 more mherently probable Because
the poet nvents or arranges s own story, he creates a self-suf-
ficient world of his own, with 1ts own compelling kind of proba-
bility, its own mevitabihty, and what happens i the poet’s story 15
both “probable” in terms of that world and, because that world 18
itself a formal construction based on elements 1o the real world, an
llumimation of an aspect of the world as it really 1s
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As soon as one demes that the poet 15 a passive imutator and pro-
ceeds to raise the whole question of formal probability, lirerary crius-
cism 1s on another level Two new notions are nvolved Furst, there
15 the notion that a historical falsehood may be an ideal truth, that a
“probable impossibility” may reflect a more profound reahity than an
“improbable possibility”, and, second, there 15 the perception that a
hterary artist produces a work which has a unuty and a formal per-
fection of its own, a work which thus creates its own world of proba-
bality within which truth can be recognized and appreciated All kinds
of developments of each of these two notions are possible From the
first we can develop a view of the cogniive aspects of the arusuc
mmagnation and so regard art as a means of explormg the nature of
reality On this view a hterary work becomes m the last analysss
a form of knowledge, a unique way of presenting a kind of insight
mnto a phase of the human sitwation which cannot be expressed or
communicated in any other way From the second implication of the
Anstotehan view of hrerary probability we can develop a theory of
lhiverary form and structure, mnvestigatng the kinds of umry a poem
or other literary work can achieve and the kinds of satisfaction af-
forded by recogmtion and appreciation of that umty Putting both
mplications together, we can see the umque part played by form m
presenting the special kinds of 1nsight achieved by the artistic ymagi-
nation, the relacion between art as pactern and art as knowledge, and
we can see, too, how different kinds of hterary art can stress one or
other aspect—the cognitive or the purely formal—unnl we reach the
pomnt at which we can construct a normative scate of values, accord-
ing to which the work which combines the communication of pro-
found msight with the sausfaction of fosmal perfection (Hamlet or
King Lear, for example) 1s greater than a2 work which demonstrates
only the latter quality (such as a perfect detective story) One mught
add that no work could have the former without the latter quahry,
because the kind of msight communicated by art 15 achieved mn large
measure through form, bur one can have the latter without the
former, since form need not necessarily be used cogmtwvely This 1s
the difference between art and craft, between the work which puts
techmque at the service of the ultumate vislon—where ndeed the
viston seems to be bound up with the techmique so that form and
content mply e¢ach other—and the work which demonstrates crafts-
manship and nothing else all arc imphes craftsmanshup but ali crafes-
manship does not necessarily produce art
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The exploration of such lines of critical discussion can yield a ma-
ture and flexible body of critical principles which handles not only the
philosophical questions of the nature and value of poetry but also the
normative problem of how to disciminate between different poetic
works We shall see later how positions implieit n these remarks of
Anstotle are developed by later entics, and of what practical as-
sistantice they can be m discussing particular works of literary art
For the moment let us be content with noting that Arstotle’s remarks
about probabihity are perhaps the most germinal sentences 1n the his-
tory of hterary critscism The modern cnitic who finds in Shake-
speare’s plays archetypal patterns which reflect the dramaust’s pro-
found understanding of elemental human emottons and his feeling for
what Yeats considered the universal poetic language of symbols, and
the perceptive producer who notes that there are two levels of prob-
abiity w The Merchant of Venice—the amoral fary tale of the three
caskets, and the psychological realism of, say, the court scene—which
can only be kept from mterfering with each other on the stage by
very careful styhzation of cerram parts of the acung both are work-
ing with a development of the Aristotehan tradition

“Katharsns”

One can farly mamtain that 2 whole view of the value of maginauve
literature 1s imphert i Aristotle’s discussion of the refation between
poetry and history and the nature of hrerary probabiity But he 1s not
content with answermg Plato’s contention that art 15 but an unitation
of an mtation, three removes from truth, he wishes also to answer
specifically Plato’s notion that art corrupts by nourishing the passions
His reply to this charge is sumple and remarkable Far from nourishing
the passions, he asserts, 1t gives them harmless or even useful purga-
tion, by exciting pity and fear m us, tragedy enables us to leave the
theater “m calm of mind, all passion spent ” There 15 considerable dis-
agreement among scholars and critics over what Anstotle really
meant by katbarsis, purgation, but it seems clear that he was claming
some kind of therapeutic value for tragedy A tragedy not only com-
municates 1ts own special wsight (beng more “probable” and “uni-
versal” than history) and provides the satisfaction to be got from
observing structural unity, but it also provides a safe outler for dis-
turbing passions which 1t effectuvely siphons off. Tragedy gives new
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knowledge, yields esthetic satisfaction, and produces a better state
of mmnd, This triumvirate of values effectively disposes of Plato’s
attack

Aristotle’s remarks on plot show his awareness of the importance
of structure, of artistic umity, and Iis dnderstanding of the relation
between structure and “truth ” Some of his remarks on specific de-
vices commonly employed mn Greek tragedy—recogmtion, for ex-
ample, where the identity of the hero 15 finally discovered. as it 1s,
most conspicuously and tragically, in Oedipus the Kmg—have less
universal application than Aristotle perhaps thought, but it 1s natural
that 1 examimung hterature as he found 1t he should occasionalty have
confused casual with essential features The remarkable thing is that
he did it so rarely and saw so clearly the central facts about the nature of
literary truth and hrerary form

The epic

In his discussion of epic poetry, Anstotle develops some of the pomnts
he makes m discussing tragedy and goes into further detad on the 1m-
portant question of the nature of poetic truth and ws relation to
literal truth of historical fact He almost seems here to be deliberately
answermng Plato’s charges that poets are liars or imirators of imitations,
and he disposes, too, of Plato’s argument that the user of a thing
knows most about it, the maker of a thing comes next, and the poet,
who talks about 1t without using or making, a poor third The poer,
says Anstotle, can make an error of fact that “is not i the essentials
of the poetic art” and does not affect the poetic truth of his work He
disungwishes clearly between practical knowledge and lteral truth
on the one hand, 2nd imagmative understanding and poetic truth on
the other, and 1n domng so shows much of Plato’s discussion of this
aspect of the matter to be thoroughly confused

Anstotle’s account of the epic 1s of special interest to us today be-
cause the epic was the nearest approach among the literary forms of
the ancient world to the modern novel It was, of course, written n
verse, and 1t seemed mevitable to Aristotle that it should be so written
hexameter or heroic verse he considered “the gravest and weighniest of
metres” and hence “no one has ever written a long story mn any but
heroic verse, nature herself . . teaches us to select the metre ap-
propriate to such a story ” Prose fiction was unknown n Anstotle’s



The Aristotelian Solution 41

day, and so he takes verse to be an essential medium for narrative But
his main concern s with the nature and organization of the srory, and
here he says much that 1s relevant to criticism of the modern novel

As for the poetry which merely narrates, or umtates by means of verst-
fied language (wirthout action), 1t is evident that 1t has several points 1n
cammoen with Tragedy

I The construction of 1ts storics should clearly be like that m a drama,
they should be based on a single action, one that 1 a complete whole 1n
wself, with a beginming, muddle, and end, so as to enable the work to pro-
duce 1ts own proper pleasure with all the organic unity of a living crearure
Not should one suppose that there 15 anyrhing Iike them 1n ow usual
histories A history has to deal not with one actton, but with one period
and zll thar happened 1n rhat to one or more persons, however disconnected
the several events may have been Just as tw o events may take place art the
same time, ¢ g the sea-fight off Salanus and the battle wirh the Carthagin-
12ns in Sicily, without converging to the same end, so too of two consecu-
tive events one may sometimes come after the other with no one end as
their common 1ssue  Nevertheless most of our epic poets, one may say,
ignore the distinction

Heremn, then, to repeat what we have said before, we have a further
proof of Homer's marvellous supenority to the rest He id not attempt
to deal even with the Trojan war n 1ts ennrery, though it was a whole
with a definire beginning and end—through a feeling apparently that 1t
was too long a story to be taken in m one view, or (f not that, too com-
plicated from the variety of mncidenr in 1t As it 15, he has singled out one
section of the whole, many of the other incidents, however, he brings n
as episodes, using the Catalogue of the Ships, for insrance, and other ep1-
sodes to relieve the uniformucy of lus narrative As for the other epic poets,
they treat of one man, or one pertod, or else of an aenon which, although
one, has a muluphcity of parts in it

It Besides this, Eptc poetry must divide into the same species as Trag-
edy, 1t must be either simple or complex, a story of character or one of
suffering Its parts, too, with the exception of Song and Spectacle, must
be the same, as it requires Peripenies, Discoveries, and scenes of suffering
just bke Tragedy Lastly, the Thought and Diction m 1t must be good 1n
their way All these elements appear in Homer first, and he has made due
use of them His two poems are each examples of construction, the liad
simple and a story of suffering, the Odyssey complex (there 15 Discovery
throughout 1t) and a story of character And they are more than this, since
mn Diction and Thoughe too they surpass all other poems

There 15, however, a difference in the Eptc as compared with Tragedy,
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(1) 1n 1ts length, and (2) 1n its metre (1) As to its length, the lumit al-
ready suggested will suffice 1t must be possible for the beginming and end
of the work to be taken 1n 1n one view—a condition which will be fulfilled
if the poem be shorter then the old epics, and about as long as the seres of
tragedies offered for one hearing For the extension of 1ts length epic
poetry has a special advantage, of which 1t makes large use In a play one
cannot represent an actton with a number of parts gomng on simultaneousty,
one 15 lirmted to the part on the stage and connected with the actors
Whereas 1n epic poetry the narranive form makes 1t possible for one to
describe a number of simultaneous mcidents, and these, if germane to the
subject, mcrease the body of the poem This then 15 a gan to the Epic,
tending to give 1t grandeur, and also variety of mterest and room for ept
sodes of diverse kinds Unufornuty of incident by the sanery 1t soon creates
15 apt to ruin tragedies on the stage (2) As for its snetre, the herowc has
been assigned 1t from experience

Homer, admirable as he 1s in every other respect, 1s especially so 1a thrs,
that he alone among epic poets is not unaware of the part to be played
by the poet himself in the poem The poet should say very hrtle m propria
persona, as he 15 no imitator when dong that Whereas che other poets are
perpetually coming forward i person, and say bur lttle, and that only
here and there, as imitators, Homer after a brief preface brings in forth-
with a man, a woman, or some other Character—no one of them charac-
terless, but each with distinctive characteristics

The marvellous 15 certainly required in Tragedy The Epic, however,
affords more opening for the umprobable, che chief factor n the marvel-
lous, because in it the agents are not visibly before one The scene of the
pursuit of Hector would be ridiculous on the stage—the Greeks halting
instead of purswing him, and Achilles shaking his head to stop them, but m
the poem the absurdity 1s overlooked The marvellous, however, 15 a cause
of pleasure, as 1s shown by the fact that we all tell a story with additions,
1n the belief that we are domng our hearers s pleasure

A likely impossibility is always preferable to an unconvincing possihility
The story should never be made up of smprobable incidents, there should
be nothing of the sort in 1t If, however, such incidents are unavoidable,
they should be ourside the prece, like the hero’s ignorance mn Oedipus of
the circumstances of Lawms’ death, not within 1t, hke the report of the
Pythian games m Electra, or the man’s having come to Mysi from Tegea
without uttering 2 word on the way, in The Mysums So tharitis ndiculous
to say that one’s Plot would have been spoilt without thern, since 1t 15 funda-
mentally wrong to make up such Plots If the poet has taken such a Plot,
however, and one sees that he rght have purt 1t 1n a more probable form,
he 1s guilty of absurdity as well as a fault of art Even m the Odyssey the
improbabilities 1n the setting-ashore of Ulysses would be clearly intolerable
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in the hands of an infertor poet As 1t 15, the poet conceals them, tus other
excellences veiling their absurdity Elaborate Diction, however, 15 required
only 1n places where there 1s no action, and no Character or Thought to
be revealed Where there 1s Character or Thought, on the other hand, an
over-ornate Diction tends to obscure themn

As regards Problems and their Solutions, one may see the number and
nature of the assumptions on which they proceed by viewng the matter
in the following way (1) The poet being an imatator just like the panter
or other maker of hikenesses, he must necessarily n alk instances represent
things 1n one or other of three aspects, either as they were or are, or as
they are said or thought to be or to have been, or as they ought to be (2)
All ths he does in lJangunage, with an admuxture, 1t may be, of scrange words
and metaphors, as also of the various modified forms of words, since the
use of these 15 conceded m poetry (3) It 1s to be remembered, too, that
there 1s not the same kind of correctness in poetry as in pelitics, or indeed
any other art There 15, however, within the hmits of poetry itself a pos-
sthility of two kinds of error, the one directly, the other only accidentalty
connected with the art If the poet meant to describe the thing correetly,
and failed through lack of power of expression, his art sself 1s at faule But
if 1t was through tis having meant to describe 1t 1 some incorrect way
(e g to make the horse n movement have both nght legs thrown forward)
that the technical etror {one 1n a matrer of, say, medicine or some other
special science), or umpossibilintes of whatever kind they may be, have
got wto his description, hus error sn thar case 15 not i the essentials of the
poetic art These, therefore, must be the premises of the Solutions in an-
swer to the criticisms involved in the Problems

I As to the ctiicisms relating to the poet’s art itself Any impossibilities
there may be in his deseriptions of thmgs are fanlts But from another pont
of view they are jusuifiable, 1if they serve the end of poetry itself—if (to as-
sume what we have smd of that end) they make the effect of some portion
of the work more astounding The Purswit of Hector 15 an instance
pome If, however, the poctic end might have been as well or better at-
tamned withour sacnifice of techmcal correctness i such matters, the m-
possibility 15 not to be jusnfied, since the description should be, 1f 1t can,
enarely free from error One may ask, too, whether the error 15 in a
matter directly or only acaidentally connected with cthe poeric art, since 1t
15 a lesser error in an artist not to know, for instance, that the hind has no
horns, than to produce an unrecogmzable prcture of one

II If the poet’s description be criticized as not true to fact, one may urge
perhaps that the object ought to be as described—an answer like that of
Sophocles, who said that he drew men as they ought to be, and Eunpides
as they were If the descripion, however, be nesther true nor of the thing
as 1t ought to be, the answer must be then, that it 15,1 accordance with
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opion The tales about Gods, for instance, may be as wrong as Xenoph-
anes thinks, neicher true nor the better thing to say, bue they are cer-
tamnly 1 accordance with opinion Of other statements i poetry one may
perhaps say, not that they are better than the truth, but that the fact was
50 at the time, e g the description of the arms “Thewr spears stood upnght,
butt-end upon the ground’, for that was the usual way of fixing them then,
as 1t 15 still with the llynans As for the queshion whether sometiung sard or
done 1n a poem 1s morally right or not, in dealing with chat one should con-
sider not only the ntrinsic quality of the actual word or deed, but also the
person who says or does 1t, the person to whom he says or does 1t, the time
the means, and the motive of the agent—whether he does it 1o attain a
greater good, or to avoid a greater evil

Speaking generally, one has to justfy (1) the Impossible by reference
to the requirements of poetry, or to the better, or to opmien For the pur~
poses of poetry a convincing impossibility is preferable to an unconvincing
possibility, and 1f men such as Zewns depicted be mipossible, the answer 15
that 1t 15 better they should be hike that, as the artist ought to improve on his
model (2) The Improbabie one has to jusufy either by showmng 1t to be in
accordance with opimon, or by urging that at aumes 1t 15 not unprobable,
for there 1s 2 probability of thungs happeming also agamst probablty (3)
The contradicuons found 1n the poet’s language one should first test as one
does an opponent’s confutation 1n a dialectical argument, so as to see
whether he means the same thing, 1n the same relation, and 1n che same
sense, before admitting that he has contradicred erther something he has
sard hamself or what a man of sound sense assumes 4s true But there 15 no
possible apology for improbability of Plot or depravity of character, when
they are not necessary and no use 1s made of them, like the improbabiiity m

the appearance of Aegeus m Medea and the baseness of Menelaus
Ovrestes

The question may be raised whether the epic or the tragic 1s the higber
form of mmtatron It may be argued that, 1f the less vulgar 15 the higher,
and the less vulgar 1s always that which addresses the better public, an art
addressing any and every one s of a very vulgar order

The answer to this 1s twofold In the first place, one may urge (1) that
the censure does not touch the art of the dramanc poet, but only that of
his interpreter, for 1t 15 quite possible to overdo the gestuning even mn an
epic recital, as did Sesistratus, and in a singing contest, as did Mnasitheus
of Opus (z) That one should not condemn all movement, unless one
means to condemn even the dance, bur only that of ignoble people—which
1s the pomt of the enticism passed on Callippides and in the present day on
others, that their women are not like gentlewomen. (3) That Tragedy may
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produce its effect even without movement or action in just the same way as
Epic poetry, for from the mere reading of a play its quahty may be seen
Seo that, 1f 1t be superior 1nal! other respeets, this clement of inferionty 15
no necessary part of 1t

In the second place, one must remember (1) that Tragedy has every-
thing that the Epic has (even the epic metre being admissible), together
with a not mconsiderable addition i the shape of the Music (a very real
factor i the pleasure of the drama) and the Spectacle (2) That its reality
of presentation 1s felt m the play as read, as well as in the play as acted (3)
That the tragic imitation requures less space for the attamment of s end,
whuch 15 a great advantage, since the more concentrated effect 15 more
pleasurable than one wath a large admixture of time to dilute 1t-—consider
the Oedipus of Sophocles, for instance, and the effect of expanding it into
the number of lines of the Mrad (4) Thar there 1s less unuty in the imtation
of the epic poets, as 1s proved by the fact that any one work of theirs sup-
piies mateer for several tragedies, the result being thar, if they take what s
really a single story, it seems curt when breefly told, and thin and waterish
when on the scale of length usual with their verse In saying that there 1s
less umty 1n an epic, I mean an epic made up of a plurality of actions, m the
same way as the Hd and Odyssey have many such parts, each one of
them 1n 1tself of some magnitude, yet the structure of the two Homeric
poems 1s as perfect as can be, and the acnion 1n them 15 as nearly as possible
one action H, then, Tragedy 15 superior m these respects, and also besides
these, 1 1ts pocnc effect (since the two forms of poctry should give us,
not any or every pleasure, but the very special kind we have mentioned),
it 15 clear that, as attaming the poetic effect better than the Epic, 1t will be
the hugher form of art

The most remarkable paragraph n this discussion 15 Aristotle’s ex-
tenston and iflustration of fus earbier remarks about probabilicy That
“a hkely impossiblity 1s always preferable to an unconvincing pos-
sibality” 1s, as we have scen, a perceprion of the highest mportance to
literary crincism Once one sees this, the whole Platomic dilemma
fades away Criticism has grown up In fact, it took a long ume before
it progressed any farther, and some would mamtan that at best it has
only marked time But, after all, the Poezics 15 incomplete and sketchy,
and many of the ideas Arnstotle throws our m 1t are not fully de-
veloped or properly illustrated There 15 2 whole line of hterary
crincism which simply develops and re-interprets and rounds out
(and sometimes perverts) Anstotle’s nonons Ler us take a look at
some of the later answers to the questions rased by Aristotle, and see
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whether there are any basically different approaches ro the description
and evaluauon of imaginauve hrerarure

Longmmus on the Sublvme a new approach

Before we do so, however, semething must be said about another, and
much later, Greek crinic whose treatise On the Subipne shows a
radically different approach from erther Plato’s or Arstotle’s The
author, whose 1dentity 1s uncertain but who may have been Cassius
Longinus of Palmyra, who hved 1n the third century a o, or may have
been somebody else who lived perhaps two centuries earlier, 15 gen-
erally referred to as Longmnus and his work has long been known
sunply as Longmus on the Sublune His ymportance lLies in the facr
that he asked quite different quescions about hterature from those
asked by Plato or Arstotle Taking for granted Anstotle’s demonstra-
tion that poetry yielded a peculiar pleasure of s own, Longnus
turned his attention to its pleasurable effect on the reader or audience
and produced the first “affective” theory of literature (It is true that
classical theories of rhetoric, the art of persuasion, were “affective” n
that they concerned the ways i which words could be made to
“move” lsteners or readers, but this “moving” was merely one of sev-
eral means of achieving persuasion, not, as with Longinus, an mn-
stantaneous effect and one valaable in 1tself ) The value of a work of
literature can be assessed, according to Longmus, by imtrespection on
the part of the reader or hearer 1if he 15 carried away, transported,
moved to ecstasy by the grandeur and passion of the work, then the
work 15 good Whether 1t 15 a good thing to be carried away and
moved to ecstasy, Longinus does not expheitdy discuss, but he does
not simply assume that because the semsation 15 enjoyable 1t 1s
therefore valuable, for by msisting that 1t 15 noblity and grandeur
which are the sources of this enjoyment he links the pleasures of
Literature to the highest human faculties The Greek word which
it has become traditional to translate as swblzne i English means
hterally hesght or elevatiom, and Longinus refers to those qualines
m a work of hiterature which instantaneously create m the reader a
sense of bemng carried to new heights of passionate expertence, sub-
Limity 1s the greatest of all the hterary virtues, the one which makes
a work, whatever its munor defects, truly impressive The ulamate
function of leratyre, and its ultumate justification, 1s to be sublme
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and to have on its readers the effect of ecstasy or transport that
sublim:ty has

The author, the work and the reader

Longmus, for all s msistence on the importance of the reader’s
response, 15 not a mere umpressionist, who judges hterature i purely
autoblographical terms He nsists thar it takes much experience of
hterature to respond to 1t properly—"judgment of lterature is the
final fruit of ripe experience”—and he 15 concerned te disunguish
those elements of style and structure which contribute to the effect
of sublumty His treatise—or what exssts of 1t only portions of 1t
survive—s a careful inquiry mto the elements which produce sub-
linuty, dlustrated by much quotation, 1n which successful and un-
successful attempts are compared and discussed, and it really, there-
fore, properly belongs to the second secrion of this book, where we
discuss not the philosophical mquiry 1into the narure and value of
literature but the various kinds of practical mquiry mto the relative
virtues of this and that particular work We take 1t up here, however,
because m spite of the facy that Longinus’ mquiry mnto what consti-
tutes subhmity 1n hterature 1s essentially pracucal eriticism, his whole
merhod assumes an answer to the philosophical mquiry wholly dif-
ferent from any other given m the ancient world and not easily paral-
lelled in laver numes True, Longinus was known and admired m the
Renasssance and the exghteenth century, but, for all that, and for all
the mfluence he had n the eighteer th century, the implications con-
cernmng the nature and function of lirerature which his work con-
tains were not realized or accepted (The eighteenth century critics
tended to mterpret Longinus rhetonically and to see him as the great
mvestigator mto the emoetional effects of particular uses of language,
rather than as a criie who saw the quality of sublmity as at once the

5 Gibbon has a frequently-quoted remark on Longiaus i fus fournal “Till now, I
was acquamnted only with two ways of conaizing a beautiful passage, the one to show
by an exact anatomy of 1t the distinet beaunies of 1t and whence they sprung, the other
an wdle exclamarnion ,or a general encormwum, which leaves nothmg betund 1t Longinus
has shown me that there 15 a third He tells me his own feelings upon reading 1, and
tells them with such energy that he commumcates them” But this 15 not accurate
Longinus does not merely “tell his own fcelmﬁs on readmp”, he discusses the proper
equpment of the wrier and the necessary gqualutes m the work for producing on the
reader the effect of ecsrasy or transport Though introspection 15 involved 1n discover-
g the effect, and t.hou%h the ultimate test and value of literature he m 1 producing
this effect, Longnus i far from reducing criacism to impressionist confession
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mark of the truly great writer and the true source of the reader’s
pleasure ) Longinus’ mterest for us i our endeavor to classify some
of the more mmportant answers which crines have given to the ques-
tion concerning the nature and value of hrerature 15 that he answers
this question by identifying those qualities m an author (impressive
thought and passion), that quahty m the work (subhmity), and that
effect on the reader (cncitement, transport, ecstasy) which mdicate
greatness 1n hterature The true nature of literature 15 defined by a
discussion of the criteria of grear literature (the essence of a thing
bemng determined by ns highest manifestation) and the definition
takes in moral and intellectual qualines of authors and reactions of
readers as well as the make-up of the work Throughout the discus-
sion the argument moves freely between the author, the work, and
the reader
For Longmus, great Literarure 1s that which excites and arouses the
reader not only once but repeatedly, sf it produces this impression
after repeated readings, and among men “of different pursuts, lives,
ambitions, ages and languages,” then its greatness 1s beyond ques-
non To produce this effect on bis readers the author must possess
certam qualities as a man as well as certamn skills as a wniter As a
man he must have mnpressiveness of thought® and vehemence of
emotion As a writer, he must possess three qualines which are
‘partly the product of art” (the previous two bewng nnate), these
¢ the ability to handle “figures” (both of specch and of thoughr),
nobiity of diction, and the abdity to put the whole compositon to-
cther so as to produce diguty and clevanon Longmus has much
that 15 nteresting to say under each of these heads—discussing, for
example, with many ilustrations, imagery, metaphor, and what
modern critics call empatby, the author’s ability to feel humself mro
the muidst of the sitvation he 15 desenibing But he comes back con-
tinually to his main pomnt 1f the work 15 to be considered great, its
effect on the reader must be to move hum to passionate excitement *1
would confidently affirm that ngthing makes so much for grandeur
as true emotion m the nght place, for it nspires the words, as 1t
were, with a wild gust of mad enthusiasm and fills them with divine
frenzy ¥ The purpose of lirerature 1s to be moving, excitng, ele-
vaung, transportng, and the criic’s duty 1s to see how this 1
achieved by showmg which elements best conduce to this resule
Neither the Plato of the Ion nor the Plato of the Republic would
have seen any force or relevance m Longinus’ arguments, they would
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have been, to Plato, all beside the pomnt Arstotle, though he would
have had some sympathy with Longinus’ analyses of indwvidual pas-
sages mn order to demonsirate how certan means produce certan
effects (he would have treated them as minor questions of rhetonc),
would on the whole have been puzzled by Longmus’ premises and
have thought that he was asking and answering the wrong questions

# At thys point Longinus comes near the view that Miton was later to express “He
who would not be frustrate of his hope to write well ought humself to be a true
poern, that 15, a composition and pattern of the best and honorablest things” The
great writer, says Longinus, must have genuine nobibry of soul “It 15 impossible that

those whaose hves are trivial and servile should flash our anything wonderful and
worthy of immortality ”



The poet

as moral teacher

»9—»»»»»»»9»3

N 1595, after its author's death, appeared Sir Philip
Sidney’s critical essay, The Defence of Poesie! which had been
written over ten years before /Sidney was concerned to defend
poetry—by which term, as wé have seen, he meant imaginative
hterature m general—agamst the charge brought agamnst it by the
Paritans that it was immoral, debiirating, lying, and provocative of
debauchery. He was thus faced with a problem smilar to that of
Anstotle n meeting Plato’s charges, though the arguments to which
Sidney was replying were less coherent and less well argued than
Plato’s had been Nevertheless, the knowledge that Plate had ex-
pelled poets from his wdeal republic was used by the Puritans m their

1Two editions appeared in the same year, one enttled The Defence of Poesie and
she other An Apologie for Poetrie
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attack, and Plato’s presuge, which was formidable 1n the Renassance,
lent weight to his opimion even though the reasons underlying 1t were
not fully appreciated \/:// '

The Defence of Poesie

If Arstotle in his Poerres had demonstrated the essenual cruth, seri-
ousness, and usefulness of imaginatuve lierature, one mught have
thought that Sidney had arguments ready o hand with which to
demohish the Puritan opposition However, the circumstances under
which the Poetics was rediscovered and used in the Renassance, as
well as the whole Christian tradition of defense of works of imagina-
tion by treatng them allegoncally which had intervened between
classical times and the editing and translating of the Poetics by sixteenth
century Italian humanists, meant that for Sidney Aristotle’s arguments
were avalable in a context which gave them a meaning rather
different from anything Aristotle had mtended We are not here
concerned with the sources of Sidney’s Defence, but with 1s method
and the criaical position ic takes up to demonstrate that Sidney was
puttng together a host of arguments common to renaissance Critics
and through them deriving from a vanety of classical and Christian
sources 15 not necessardy to show thewr criucal sigmficance, which
18 our present purpose By what arguments, then, does Sidney defend
poetry?

Verse and fable

His opening arguments steike us ac first sight as singularly wrelevant
He stresses the anuquity of poetry and s early civiizing function
The first philosophers and scientists wrote in verse But 15 not this
to 1gnore Anstotle’s warning that “Homer and Empedocles have
nothing 1 common but the metre, so that & would be nght to call
the one poet, the other physicist rather than poet”® Indeed, Sidney
cites Empedocles among the early Greek philosophers who “durst
not 2 long tme appeare to the worlde but under the masks of Poets.”
It soon becomes clear, however, that Sidney does not call them
poets merely because they write metrically. “For that wise Solon was
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directly a Poet 1t 1s marufest, hauing written m verse the notable fable
of the Atlantick lland, which was continued by Plato.”

“Hauing written m verse the notable fable”—we see two crirena
of poetry here, with the latter clearly the more important Solon
conveyed his wisdom not only in verse but through a fable, through
an nvented story, and he shrewdly adds (for later he has to deal
with Plato’s embarrassing attack on poets) that this same mvented
story was also used by Plato Poetry 1s verse, but, more important, 1t
15 1vention, the telling of a story which 1 not literally true (The
reference to Solon, the grear Greek lawgiver, in this context thus
suggests that aiitruths may be valuable as means of communicating
W'EETT]T' m This is not Amstotle’s posiion, he never suggests that
poetry 1s an effective way of commumicating a and of knowledge
that could also be commumicated (but less effecuvely) by other kinds
of discourse But for Sidney lies can be shown to be good and valu-
able 1f they are used as allegorical ways of teaching moral doctrime

Thus 1s i essence the old doctrme of allegory which goes back to
Philo, the Jew of Alexandria, who i the first century a p endeavored
to reconcile the Hebrew Bible with Platonic philosophy by mterpret-
ing parts of the biblical narrauve allegorscally It 1s perhaps an ob-
vious way of defending imaginative hterature, artd one eagerly
seized on by Christian writers who wanted to keep parts of pagan
classical iterature from ecclesiastical proscription But Sidney goes
further than this He proceeds to pomt out that Plato humself used
mvented situations 1 his philosophical works

And truely, even Plato, whosoever well considereth, shall find that in the
body of his work, though the inside and strength were Philosophy, the
skinne as 1t were and beaunie depended most of Poetrie for all standeth
vpon Dialogues, wherein he faineth many honest Burgesses of Athens to
speake of such matters, that, if they had been setre on the racks, they
would neuer have confessed them Besides, his poetical descnbing the
circumstances of therr meetings, as the well ordening of a banquet, the
delicacie of a walke, with enterlacing meere tales, as Giges Ring, and
others, which whe knoweth not to be flowers of Poetrre did neuer walke
mnto Apollos Garden,

Poetry 1s the record of imaginary events, but it 1s more. the events
must be described m a Lively and persuasive style. And when Sidney
goes on to cite the historian Herodotus as a poet because “both he and
all the rest that followed hun erther stole or wsurped of Poetrie
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their passionate describing of passions, the many particulanties of
battailes, which no man could affirme” hc 18 adding passion, forceful
and moving expression, to his critera, so'that by poetry he now means
fiction plus hivelness plis passion If 2 lively and passionately cx-
pressed invention can be employed as a means of conveymg historical
or moral trirths, then poetry is justified—but nor as an art i uself so
much as one among many ways of communicating kinds of knowl-
sdge which are themselves known mdependently to be valuable /At
this stage in Sidney’s argument, poetry 1s sunply a superior means of
communication, and its value depends on what 1s commumcated And
to determine that value we have to go to other Arts—to history or
moral phulosophy
Sidney 15 here expressing a view that has long been popular and
1s still very common among lay readers of poetry Imagmantve licer-
ature can be justfied if 1t commumcates historical or plulosophucal or
moral truths in a lively and pleasing manner, and of this means telling
things which are not hterally true, the untruths can either be m-
terpreted allegoricallylas ways of representing an underlying gen-
eral truth, or, i the case of the histoncal poet, as plausible recon-
strucuions of what mught well have occurred Thus latter pomnt brings
us fairly close to Amstotle’s notion of probabulity, but w stops short
of 1t Sidney does not go on to say that the “fained” speeches of the
historan can give a more fundamental insight into the truth of the
human siuation than the factual listorical record, he does not, mn fact,
at thus stage mn his argument go further than to say that the historian,
in his search for 2 means of communicating what he has to say mn a
lively and convincing manner, 1s led to draw on his own mnvent
and thus to become a poet When Herodotus describes “the many
parttcularities of battailes, which no man could affirme” he 1s be-
having Iike a poer, but the only conclusion Sidney seems to be draw-
mg from this fact ss that sf histonans use poetry then poetry must be
a good thing This s a curious hind of argumentum ad bommem—
“the worth of an art depends on the wtentions and purposes of 1ts
user<and 15 far from a justification of poetry (in the sense of ficnon
plus ltveliness plus passion) for us own sake One can only begmn
to justify poetry for its own sake 1f one can 1solate its differentiating
qualities and consider what unique function poetry serves Are fiction
plus hiveliness plus passion good n themselves, or.good only if they
serve as means to communicate kinds of knowledge which are known
mdependently to be good? Sidney does not here answer this question,



54 The Philosopbical Inquiry

and although the tone of his argument suggests that they are good 1n
themselves he does not tell us why Later on, however, he gives this
argument a new turn

The argument from antiquity

Before he does so he pauscs to remnd us of the universality of poetry
He has already mentioned its antiquity, and now he points out—with
llustrations from Ireland and Wales, and from Romans, Saxons,
Danes, and Normans—that 1t is to be found i every nanion The umi-
versality and anuquity of an art 1s perhaps no necessary proof of is
value—many patently harmful activities are both long established and
widespread—bur some notion of the imphcations of this kind of ar-
gument can be seen 1if we put beside Sidney’s remarks some observa-
tions made nearly two hundred years later by Dr Johnson m his
preface to his edition of Shakespeare

To works of which the excellence 1s not absolute and definite, but
gradual and comparative, to works not raised upon prinetples demonstra-
tve and scentfick, but appealing wholly to ohservanion and experience,
no other test can be applied than length of duration and contmuance of
estcemn What mankind have long possessed they have often exammed and
compared, and if they persist 1o valuc the possession, 1t 1s because frequent
comparnisons have confirmed opion n 1ts favour The reverence
due to writings that have long subsisted arwes therefore not from any
credulous confidence 1n the superior wisdom of past ages, or gloomy per-
suasion of the degeneracy of mankmd, but ss the consequence of acknowl!-
edged and sndubutable positions, that what has been longest known has
been most considered, and whar 1s most considered 1s best understood

The appeal to anuquity and umiversality may thus be considered
as the appeal to the verdict of many different kinds of people over a
long period of time This kind of argument s not, of course, drawn
from any further msight mto the special nature of poetry, bur s
general and proma facre st s not hikely that what has been long and
widely esteemed should be worthless | It 15 rather a further reason
for pursming the mvestigation mto the nature and value of poetry
than a further step m that inv.sugation It s nevertheless a pomnt of
some importance 1 that 1t implies (however mdirectly) an under-
lying humanst position The appeal 1s to what all sorts of men have
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always done and have always considered valuable this makes poetry
an activity essentially appropriate to man, what the Greeks called
dufpdmros and the Romabs, translating the Greek term, bumanum If
onc tahes the Chnstian posinon on Orniginal Sin, one cannot of course
tahe the vew that what 1s bumranim 15 good—the Latin proverb bu-
mmanum est ertare, “to err 18 human,” would be the appropriate one
there rather than the fantous declration “homo sum, et nibil bumam
a e altesremt puto ™ T am a man, and nothing human 1s alien to me''—
certamly there 15 no overt suggestion n Sidney that he accepts the
complete humamst posinorn But he does make the appeal to human
nature, which larer ertics were to develop much further That could
only be done by an age which had become much more optimistic
about the nature of man

Sidney then proceeds to consider the significance of the utle given
to the poet by rhe Grecks and Romans 1he Romans called him 2azes
“which 15 as much as a Diviner, Fore-seer, or Prophet,” and that
poetry can be (but not that it must be) “divine” 1s shown by the
Psalms of Dawid The Psalms are songs, written 1 meter, argues
Sidney  But meter alone does not make poctry, we must have the
lively mvention So he reminds us that the Psalms are fuil of vigorous
figures of speech—David tells “of the Beastes joyfulness and hills
leaping,” which » to tell lireral untruths—and can so be considered
poctry m the sense of his earher discussion Again, however, 1t 1s the
non-poctic obhjectne which gives the poetry its ultumate value Fhis
15 simply an extension of what he had said earhier abour the philoso-
pher and the historsan

S

The poet as “maker”

When he comes to the name the Greehs gave to the poer, Posetes,
maker, he has found 2 channel that leads to an important new argu-
ment, and a new justification for poetry The poet 15 indeed a
“maker,” and this distingushes hin from the pracutioners of other
arts and sciences

There 1s no Arte delinered to mankinde that hath not the workes of
Nature for hus principall obiect, without whuch they could not consist, and
on which they so depend, as they become Actors and Players, as it were,
of what Nature will haue set foorth So doth the Astronomer looke vpen
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the starres, and, by that he sceth, setteth downe what order Nature hath
taken therem So doe the Geomerrician and Anthmetician wn their diverse
sorts of quantities So doth the Musitian 1 tmes tel yov which by nature
agree, which not The naturall Phulosopher thereon hath his name, and the
Morall Philosopher standeth vpon the naturall vertues, vices, and passions
of man The Lawyer sayth what men haue determined The His-
torian what men haue done The Grammarian speaketh onely of the rules
of speech, and the Rhetoncian and Logitian, considening what in Nature
will soonest proue and perswade, thereon gwe arnficial rules, which stll
are compassed within the circle of a question gccording to the proposed
matter ‘The Phisition wasgheth the nature of a mans bodze, and the nature
of things helpefull or hurtefull vnto 1t And the Metaphysick, though 1t

be counted supernaturall, yet doth hee indeede builde vpon the depth
of Nature Onely the Poet, disdayming ro be ned to any such subiection,
hfred vp with the wigor of his own nuention, dooth growe 1n effect an-
other nature, 1n making things esther better than Nature bringeth forch,
or, quite a newe, formes such as neuer were in Nature, as the Heroes,
Denngods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies and such like so as hee goeth hand
m hand with Nature, not mnclosed within the narrow warrant of her gmfrs,
but freely ranging onely with the Zodiack of fus owne wit

The poet does not imitate or represent or express or discuss things
which already exist he mvemss new things We have already seen
that Sidney, m an earlier stage of his argument, stressed the fact that
the poet made things up, so that philosophers turn poet when they
use lllustrative fables or mmagmary dialogues m order to bring home
their ponts, and historians turn poet when they draw on their imagi-
nanion for details of events they could not have known Here he 15
approaching this point more directly Invention is the distingwishing
character of the poet, he creates new things by drawmg on “his
owne wit” Is this an exaltation of the mventve mmagination?® Is
Sidney clamung that the creative aspect of the poet’s art 15 1 tself
valnable? Is there a splendor 1n the very process of creation, n the
exercise of the imagination, without any ultenor motive? Sidney
certainly seems to be emphasizing this differentiating quality of the
poet and holding st up to be admired Is he then the first Englsh
protagomst of the imagination as such® Note how he proceeds

Nature neuver set forth the earth in so nich tapisery as diners Poets haue
done, neither with plesant rwuers, fruitful trees, sweet smelhing flowers,
nor whatsoeuer els may make the too much loued earth more louely Her
world 15 brasen, the Poets only deliuer a golden, But let those things 2lone
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and goe to man, for whom as other things are, so 1t secemeth 1n him her
vitermost cunming 1s imployed, and knowe whether shee haue brought
foorth so true a louer as Theagmes, so constant a fricnde as Priades, so
valiant a man as Orlando, 30 nght a Prince as Xenophons Cyrus, so excel-
lent a man euery way as Virgils Aeneas nether let this be restingly con-
cerued, because the works ot the one be essentiall, the orher, in smatation or
fictton, for any vnderstanding knoweth the skil of the Artificer standeth
mn that Idea or fore-concete of the work, and not 1n the work it selfe And
that the Poet hath that Idea 1s maufest, by deliermg them forth in such
excellencie as hee hath 1magmcd th=m Which dclluermg forth also s not
wholie tmaginative, as we are wont to say by them that busld Castles in the
ayre but so far substantially 1t worketh, not onely to make a Cyrus, which
had been but a parucular excellencie, as Nature mught haue done, but to
bestow a Cyrus vpon the worlde, to make many Cyrus’s, if they wil learne
aright why and how that Maker made tumn

Sidney 1s here making many nterestng pomnts In the firse place,
he 1s saying that the world mvented or created by the poet 1s a betrer
world rhan rhe real one 1t 1 noc the mere evercise of s unaguation
that | justifies the poct, but the exercise of his imagmation m order
to create this better world The real world “1s brasen, the Poets only
deliucr a golden ” Only the pocet can, by his invention, produce some-
thing that goes beyond narure The lovers of fiction are truer than
thosc of real life, 1ts friends are more constant, 1ts warriors more val-
uant, its princes more “night,” 1ts heroes more “excellent m cuery
way ” Note that for Sidney the peet’s world 15 not better than the
real world 1 some spewal poetic way, m that 1t 1s more probable
m the Anstorellan sense, for example, but st 1s better on standards

we apply in ordinary hfe Flowess smell sweeter mn the works of the
poets than they don real gardens

The next pomt Sudney makes m the paragraph quoted above 15
one which mighe well have been used by Arwtrotle 1 an endeavor
to turn Plato’s own notions aganst his attack on the poets In crear-
mg this better world, the poct has in view the Idez (mn the Platoruc
scnse, clearly) of the qualiy he 1s representing, he 15 not umitating
the 1dea as reflecred palely in real Iife, but is directly embodymg his
own vision of the ideal The poet’s embodiment can then in turn be
imitated by the poet’s readers, just as, for Plato, any human mstance
of constancy, courage, or any other virtue, represents an muration of
the 1dea of that virtue The poet makes direct contact with the world
of Platonic 1deas, and thus Plato’s charge agamst the poet, as someone
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who merely imnitates an mitation, 15 dismussed But Sidney does not
seem to realize that he has here disposed of one of Plato’s main
charges agamst pocts, and when, later on 10 his essay, he comes to
defend the poet agamnst Plato, he seems unaware of the relevance of
this argument
Whar 15 Sidney gerung at here, and why does he not develop
his second pomt much further? The answer seems to be that, fighting
as he 1s on hss enemy’s ground (defending poetry against the Puritan
charge that 1t 15 conducive to inmorality) he 1s so anxious to prove
the perfection (both moral and ir every way) of the world created
by the poets that he Jays his main emphasis on the difference between
the poet’s world and the imperfect real world, slurning over the im-
plications that what the poet creates 15 not so much different from
reality as the vcry essence of it, the original undimmed Platomce idea
of 1t Anstotle had met Plato’s charge that the poet panted initations
of mutations by showing how, by concerning himself with funda-
mental probabihities rather than with caswval actualities, the poet
reaches more deeply into reality than the historian Sidney is on the
point of answermng Plato in more purely Platonic terms But, carried
away by his enthusiasm for ¢reation, and anxious to vindicate the
qualiry of the world created by the poets aganst the charges of the
ttans, he ends by striving to show that the magmation does not
e us msight mto realty, but an alternatrve to reality, the alternative
€I11g 1N EVETy Way Superor

{ new notion of mmtation

This development leads Sidney away from the Arnstorelian notion of
initavon, even though he uses the term “mmtation” later on n his
discussion, he 15 not really concerned to prove that poetry imitares
anything—indeed, its glory 1s that it 1s the only one of the arts that
does not wmtate, but creates He almost proceeds to develop a theory
of “ideal mmtation,” the notion that the poet umiates not the mere
appearances of actuality bur the hidden reahty behind them, but
stops short of this to mamtan the more nawve theory that the poet
creates a better world than the one we actually Live in” He does not,
however, rest content with a mere escapist position. The function of
imagnative literature 1s not to provide us with an escape world n
which our imagmations can seek gonsolation for the difficulues and
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mperfections of real Iife It » true that ths view of leerarure as
simple escape 1s often held, and that the great majonty of ordinary
readers of popular magazine scories today have some such view of
the function of fiction, bur for Sidney this would be a far from ade-
quare defense of poesy, and would certainly not meet the Puntan
charge No, for Sidoey the 1deal world of the poet s of value be-
cause 1t 15 both a better world rhan the real one and 1t 1s presented
m such a way that the rcader 15 stunulated to try and mmitate 1t 1n
s own practice Thus the Arstotelian notion of unitation 15 trans-
ferred from the poet to the reader The poet does nor ymitate_but
creates 2 s the reader who mutates swhat the poet creates

This 15 a most interesting development of the argument Taking
from the Roman poet Florwe the view that the poet both delights and
teaches, Sidney goes on to show that the poets “indeede doo meerely
make to mmtate, and ymrate both to dehight and teach, and delght
to moue men to take rhat goodnes in hande, which without delighe
they would flye as from a stranger, and teach, to make them
know thar goodnes whereunto they are mooued, which being the
noblest scope to which cuer any learning was direcred, yet want
there not idle tongues to barke at them ", ke then proceeds to pomt
out that yerse 15 but an ormment and ho cause to Poetry™ and “st
15 not rming and _versing thae meheth a Poce, no more than™a long

gowne maheth an Aduocare. Bur 1t 15 rhat fayning notable
nﬁig:s of vertues, viees, or whae els, with that debghtful teaching
w hich must be the right describing note to know 2 Poer by although
indeed the Senate of Poets hath chosen verse as thar fittest rayment,
meaning, as m mitter they passed all moall, so m maner to goe be-
yond them not speaking (table talke fashwon or like men mn a
dreame) words a5 they chanceably fall from the mouth, but peyzing
[weighmg] erch silfable of cach worde by wst proporton according
to the digmitie of the subrect
! / The poet, then, teaches by presenung an 1deal world for the imt-
tation of the reader But if the poet’s world s, as he had earher man-
tained, a perfect world, where all rivers are pleasant, ajl trees frurcful,
all lovers faithful and all friends constant, how can the poet’s activity
be described as iifayhmg—-nm%ms of vertucs, wices, or what
else”? Should not they all be virtues® The answer to this 1s that when
Sidney asked earhier where such perfect lovers, friends, princes, and
heroes as one finds i the works of the poets were to be found m
real Iife, he did not really mean that 2l characters in fiction wert
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1deal, he meant that when they were good they acted m accordance
with the full perfection of that kind of goodness, and when they
were bad their badness was equally unmxed, obviously uvgly, and
mnevitably leadmg to appropriate punishment The perfection of the
poet’s world, it emerges later in Sidney’s argument, does not consist
mn 1ts beng peopled with wholly virtuous characters, but m s
heroes always being perfect in behavior and successful 1in fortune and
1ts villams always thoroughly and obviousty villamnous and doomed to
a certain bad end In the poet’s world the nghteous always prosper
and the wicked are never left unpunished It 1s from this conception
that we get the term “poetic yustice ” /.

Poetry, istory, philosophy

In this hes the supenionty of the poer to the histonan who, sucking
to what really happened, must often show us the wicked prospering
and the nighteous suffering That 15 no way to teach people to be
good, says Sidney If we should reply that it 1s not the function of
the poet to make people good, Sidney mught retort that he 1s arguing
against Puritans who held that no activity 15 justified unless 1t con-
duces directly to moral ymprovement—and he sughr add thar Plarc.
held this position also Sidney accepts the assumption that unless
we can show that poetry leads to moral inprovernent in its readers
1t cannot be really jusufied Its two chief rivals 1 this claim (on the
purely human level, excepting revealed religion and divinity) are
moral philosophy and history

the ending end of all earthly learning being vertuous action, those
skilles that most serue to bring forth that haue a most st title to bee
Princes ouer all the rest Wherein if wee can shewe the Poets noblenes,
by setting hum before his other Competitors, among whom as principall
challengers step forth the morall Philosophers, whom, me thinketh, T see
comming towards mee with a sullen grauity, as though they could not
abide vice by day light, rudely clothed for to witnes ourwardly therr con-
tempt of outward things, with bookes in ther hands agaynst glory,
whereto they sette theyr names, sophistcally speaking against subuliry,
and angry with any man in whom they see the foule fault of anger these
men casting larges [largesse, abundance] as they goe of Defimnons, Di-
wsions, and Distinctions, with a scornefull mterogatine doe soberly aske
whether 1t bee possible to finde any path so ready to leade a man to vertue
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as that which teacheth what vertue 15 and teacheth it not oncly by de-
huening forth his very being, his causes, and effects, bur also by makmg
known his enemie vice, which must be destroyed, and his cumbersome
seruant Passson, which must be maistered, by shewing the geneialinies that
contayneth 1, and the speciahities that are derived from i, lastly, by
playne secting downe, how it extendeth 1t selfe out of the Jimts of a
mans own little world to the gouernment of famuies, and maintayning of
publique socienies

The Historian scarcely gueth leysure to the Moralist to say se much,
bur that he, loden with old Mouse-eaten records, authorsing himselfe (for
the most part) vpon other histories, whose greatest authenties are buile
vpon the notable foundanon of Heare-say, haung much a-doe to ac-
cord differing Writers and to pick trueth out of partiality, better ac-
quamted with a chousande yecres a goe then with the present age, and yet
better knowing how this world goeth then how his owne wit rnneth,
cunous for annquities and ingmsitiue of nouclnes, a wonder to young
folkes and a tyrant in table talke, demeth, 1n a great chafe, that any man
for teachung of veitue, and s erruous actions, 15 compaiable ro him

‘The Phylosopher” {sayth hee) ‘teacherh a dwpuratiue vertue, bur 1 doe
an acte  his vertue 1s exveellent i the dangerlesse Acadenue of Plazo, but
mine sheweth foorth her honorable face i the battales of Marathon,
Pharsalia, Portiers, and Agmeowrt Hee teacheth vertue by certane abstract
considerations, but 1 onely bid you follow the fooung of them that hauve
gone before you Olde-aged expericnce goeth beyond the fine-witted
Phylosopher, hut ge the tvperience of many ages Lastly, if he make
the Senge-booke, 1 put the learners hande to the LuI:L and if hee be the
guide, Lam the hghr”’

Then woulde hee alledge vou innumerable examples, confernng store
by storie, how much the wisest Senatours and Princes haue been direeted by
the credite of history, as Biwutus, Aipbonsus of Aragon, and who not, if
need be? At length the long lyne of theyr disputation maketh a pont
thys, that the one giucth the precepr, and the other rhe example

This 15 10 Sidney’s best style, and his vivacious and mocking portrait
of_zllg_ly_sio_rigl_ (which 1s directed aganst the clams of history, theny
beng so sn‘ongly pressed in Enghnd as elsewhere m Europe, to bel
the best “murror for magstrates” and nstructor of princes) 15 itself
a good _example of that hiveliness of presentation which he lists as

one of the qualities of a good work of lerary art Burt the attractive-
ness of the style must not distract our attention from what 1s hap-
peming to hus argument here He i making quite clear that the

arts are valuable only n so far as they are conducive to virtuous
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action, and the clams of poetry must stand or fall on this criterion
Moral philosophy teaches virtue by abstract precept and theoretical
argument, whereas the histonan clamms to do better since he teaches
by concrete example, drawn from history But both are defective

The Philosopher therfore and the Historan are they which would win
the gole, the vne by precept, the other by evample But both not hawng
both, doe both halte For the Philosopher, setung downe with thorny
argument the bare rule, 15 so hard of vtterance, and so mustie to be con-
cesued, that one that hath no other guide but him shal! wade 1n b ol hee
be olde before he shall finde sufficient cause to bee honest for his knowl-
edge standeth so vpon the abstract and generall, thar happee 15 thar man
who may vnderstande him, 1nd more happie that can applve what hee
dooth vnderstand On the other side, the Histonan, wanting the precept, 1s
so tyed, not to what shoulde bee but to what 1, to the pirticuler trath of
things and not to the gencral reason of things, that hys example draweth
1o necessary consequence, and therefore a lesse frustfull doctrme

The philosopher 1s too abstract to be persuasive, while the historan
1s tied to “the particuler truth of things” so that s examples are not
always the most smrable for his purpose There 15 an echo here of
Arstotle’s argument that poetry s more “probablc”™ than history, but
1t 15 only an echo, and Sidney’s argument s bound i a very different
direction Note how he proceeds

Nowe dooth the peerelesse Poct perforine both  for whatsecuer the
Phulosopher sayth shoulde be doone, hee gucth a per feor prcture of 1t n
some one, by whom hee presupposcth it was doone S0 ay hee couplerh
the generall nonon with the particuler exaniple A peifeer pcrure 1 say,
for hee yeeldeth to the powers of the minde an 1mage of thar w hercof the
Phiosopher bestoweth bur a woordish description w hich dooth neyther
stroke, prerce, nor possesse the sight of the soule so much as that other
dooth

For as sn outw ard things, o 2 man that hid never seene an Flephant or a
Rinoceros, who should te]l tum nmost exquusitely all theyr shapes, cullour,
bignesse, and perticular markes, or of a gorgeous Pallace the Architecture,
with declaring the full beauties, might well make the hearer able to repeate,
as 1t were by rore, all hee had heard, yet should neuer satisfie hus inward
conceirs with being witnes to 1t selfe of a true lmely knowledge bur the
same man, as soone as hee mighe see those beasts well painted, or the house
wel 1n moddel, should seraightwates grow, without need of any description,
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to a mdrcial comprehending of them so no doubt the Phulasepher with fus
learned definition, bee 1t of vertue, vices, matters of publick policie or
prinat government, replemsherh the memory with many infalhible grounds
of wisdom, which, norwithsranding, lve darke before the imaginariue and
mdging powre, if they bee not slluminated or figured foorth by the speak-
ing picture of Poesie

Tulle vaketh much pavnes, and many umes not without poeticall helpes,
to mahe vs knowe the force loue of our Countrey hath in vs Yet vs bur
heare old Anchises speaking 1n the nuddest of Troyes Hames, or see Viisses
in the fulnes of all Cafipsa’s delights bew ayle hus absence from barramne and
beggerly Ithaca Anger, the Storcks say, was a shorc madnes let but
Sophocles bring you Arx on a stage, kiling and whipping Sheepe and
Orcen, thinking them the Army of Greeks, with theve Chieferames Aga-
menmon and Menelats, and tell mee 1f you haue not a more farmbar -
sight into anger then finding in the Schoolemen his Genus and difference
See whether wisdome and remperance i Viisses and Diowredes, valure in
Achilles, friendstup (n Nisees and Enrialus, euen to an ignoraunt man carry
not an apparent shyning  and, comranly, the remorse of conscience 1n
Qedipus, the soone repenting pride of Agamenmon, the selfe-deuouring
cruelnie in hus Father Atrens. the violence of ambition in the two Theban
brothers, the sowre-sweetnes of reuenge in AMedee, and, to fail lower, the
Terentin Gnaro and our Chanucers Pandar so exprest that we nowe vse
therr nmames to signific therr tiades and finally, all vertues, vices, and
passions so 1 thetr own naturill scates lavd to the viewe, that wee seeme
not to heare of them, bur cleerelv to see through them Bur even mn the
most excellent determmanon of goodnes, what Philosophers counsell can
so redily direct a Prince, as the favned Cyrus imn Xenophon? or a vertuous
man in all forrunes, as Aeweas in Virgili? or a whole Common-wealth, as
the way of Sir Thowas Moores Eutopra? Certainly, euen our Sauiout
Chnist could as well have giuen the morrall common places of v nchantable-
nes and humblenes as the dinune nairation of Dies and Lasarus, or of diso-
bedience and mercy, as that heauenly discourse of the last Child and the
gratious Father, but that hys through-searching wisdom knewe the estate
of Diues burning 1n hell, and of Lazarws being in Abrahams bosome,
would more constantly (as 1t were) mnhabit both the memory and wdg-
ment Truly, for my selfe, mee seemes I see before my eyes the lost Childes
disdainefull prodigality, turned to emue a Swines dinner which by the
learned Drumes are thought not historicall acts, but mstructing Parables
For conclusion, 1 say the Philosopher teacheth, but he teacheth obscurely,
so as the learned onely can vnderstande him, thar 15 to say, he teacheth
them that are already taught, but the Poet 1s the foode for the tenderest
stomachs, the Poet 1s indeed the nght Popular Philosopher, whereof Esops
tales giue good proofe whose pretry Allegones, stealing vnder the formall
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tales of Beastes, make many, more beastly then Beasts, begin to heare the
sound of vertue from these dumbe speakers

But now may 1t be altedged thar 1f this imagining of matters be so fitre for
the imagination, then must the Historian needs surpasce, who bringeth you
mmages of true matters, such &5 indeede were doone, and not such as fan-
tastically or falsely may be suggested ro haue been doone Truely, Aristotie !
humselfe, 1 hus discourse of Poeste, plamnely dererminerh this question,
saying that Poetry 1 Phidosophoteron and Spondaroteron, that 15 to say, 1t
1s more Philosophicall and more studiously sersous than hustory His reason
15, because Poeste dealeth wath Katholon that s to say, with vimuersall con-
sideration, and the history with Kathekaston, the perticuler ‘nowe,’ sayth
he, ‘the vniuersall waves what 1s fit to bee sayd or done, eyther m hkeli-
hood or necessity, (which the Poesie considereth i his imposed names),
and the perticuler onely marks whether Alcrbiades did, or suffered, this or
that " Thus farre Aristotle which reason of his (as all his) 1s most full of
reason For indeed, if the question were whether 1t were better 1o haue a
perticular acte truly or falsly set down, there 15 no doubt which 15 to be
chosen, no more then whether you had rather have Vespasuans picture
righr as hee was, or at the Panters pleasure nothung resembling Bur of the
question be for your owne vse and learming, whether it be berter ro have st
set downe as 3t should be, or as it was, then certainely 15 more doctrinable
the fained Cirus in Xenophon then the true Cyrus n Justine, and the fayned
Aeneas m Virgil then the nght Acneas in Dares Phrigius As to a Lady that
desired to fashion her countenance te the best grace, 2 Pamter should more
benefite her to portraite a2 most sweet face, wryung Camdia vpon 1t, then

to paynt Camdir as she was, who, Horace sweareth, was foule and 11l
fauoured

Poetry, Sudney claims, 1s superior as a moral teacher to both
philosophy and history, because it does not deal with mere abstract
propositions, as phulosophy does, but with the concrete example, and
as 1ts examples are not tied to fact w can make them more apt and
convincing than anything found in hustory The true nature of virtue
15 pamnted vividly and attractively, while vice, with equal vividness, 15
made to appear always ugly and unateracuve Though he cites
Aesop’s fables as examples of effecuve moral teaching by the poet, 1t
would be unfarr to Sidney to say that his argument implies that the
beast fable 15 the highest form of literature, for, m the first place,
he has already emphasized che importance of liveliness and passion,
which are no necessary quahties of a fable, and, second, he has also,
more than once, cited the epic as an especially effective kind of
poetry since 1t gives us, 1 the persons of s heroes and willains, those
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“notable 1mages of vertues, vices, or what els, with that delightful
teaching which must be the nght describing note to know a Poet by ”

/ Sidney and Aristotle

In the last of the paragraphs quoted above, Sidney refers to Aristotle
quoting his famous dictum thac poetry 1s more_philosophical an
more serious.than_history because it deals with the universal rather

—

than with the parteular Nevertheless, Sidney’s position is not Aristo-
telian at all” WHhen he argues that the fictinous’ rendermg of the
poet 1s more cffective than the true report of the historfan, his point
i1s that the 1deal world of the poet.shows things as they oughe to be
rather than as they are and 1s thus more conducive to_virtuous action
m the reader “If the question be for your owne vse and learning,
whether 1t be better to haue 1t set downe as 1t should be, ot as 1t was,
then certaincly is 3t more doctrinable the faned Cirws in Xenophon
then the troe Cyrus i lustme” The key word here 15 “should ™
Stdney has changed Aunistotle’s probable “should” to a moial “sbould ™
To Arstotle, the poct wrote of what “should” be i the sense of
what was most probable, lus “should” was a “should” of probability
To Sdney, the poet wrote of what ought to be, i a purcly moral
sense The world ereated by Sidney’s poct 1s more edifying than the
the real world, not more true’to the fundamental probabsltics of
the human situation or probable m terms of the self-consistent world
which 1t creates

Thus theugh Sidney, hike Arstotle, 15 concerned with replying to
the kind of arguments agamst poctry that Plato brought forward, his
defense 1s basically different from Anstotle’s For Sudney the poet 1
the creator of a world which leads those who view 1t to follow
virtue and shun vice

I

If the Poet doe his part a-night, he will shew you i Tantalus, Atreus,
and such ke, nothing that 1s not to be shunned, m Cyrus, Aeneas, Viisses,
cach thing to be followed, where the Histonan, bound to tell things as
things were, cannot be liberall (without hee will be poeticall) of a perfect
patterne, but, as in Alexander or Scipro lamseife, shew dooings, some to be
liked, some to be mushiked

For sce wee not vahant Milciades rot in his fetters® The wist Phocion and
the accomplished Socrates put to death hike Traytors® The cruell Seuerus



66 The Philosopbical Inqusry

hue prosperously® The excellent Seuerus mserably murthered® Syla and
Marus dymng n theyr beddes® Pompey and Cicero slame then when they
would haue thought exile a happinesse® See wee not vertuous Caze driven
to kyll lumselfe* and rebell Caesar so aduanced that fus name yet, afrer
1600 yeares, lasteth in the hughest honor? I conclude, therefore, that
hee [the poer] excellerth Historie, not onely m furmshing the nunde with
knowledge, but in setting 1t forward to that which descrueth to be calied
and accounted good which setting forward, and moouing to well doomng,
indeed setteth the Lawrell crowne vpon the Poet as victorious, not onely
of the Histonuan, bur oner the Phy fosopher, howsoeuver 1 teaching 1t may
bee questionable

. The poet not only exceeds the philosopher m his ablity to create
the perfect example, but also 1n hus ability to move the reader to fol-
low that example. “I thinke that no man s so much Philophiesephos
[a lover of philosophy] as to compare the phiosopher, 1n mooumg,
with the Poet ” This comes close to idennfying poetry with rhetoric,
the art of persuasion, as Sidney himself rcalizes later on i his argu-
ment But at the same tume 1t enables Sidney te find room m s
didactic theory of poetry for the qualiies of hvelmess and wigor
which he had already commended , However 1deal the poet’s world
may be, however virtuous its heroes and however much “poctic
justice” may prevasl 1n the course of the action, no reader 15 gomng
to be “moved” to iutace that world 1n his own behavior unless 1t be
presented wath such Life and passion that he finds at urresistble The
dehight which the reader has mn reading of this 1deal world and 1n
responding to s viality depends not on content but on form and
style Thus by his theory of moving Sidney finds a way of including
the purely esthetic qualities of form and style wm Tus critersa of the
good work of literary are *

/

Form and content

It 15 perhaps question-begging at this stage to use the word “‘esthetic”
at all, for are we not concerned to discover what kinds of meaning
can be given to this term? But all that 15 meant by the term here 15
those qualities which provide for the reader pleasure in the reading
regardless of the content—qualities which derive from the way mn
which language 15 handled (Whether in the last analysis form and
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content can be distingwished i this way 15 a profound question,
which will arise later Sidney’s critical thought was hardly sophisei-
cated enough to reach this question ) The pomnt to be made here 1s
the important one that Sidney frames a didactic theory of poetry
such a way that he mecludes style among his meerests and “good
style” among lus criteria for a good work of literature, though he
does not use the acrual word In doing so he makes 1t possible to
separate a purely stylstic judgment from a total judgment of the
value of a poem as something which both teaches and debghts and
teaches by dehghting, when, later on m his essay, he condemns the
love poetry of his day because it s written m too cold and artficial 2
style, he 1s baing perfectly consistent YWhat s cold and artifieal can
never carry conviction, can never be, m \Wordsworth’s much fater
phrase, “carried ahwe mro the heart by passion” “The Poet binds
together by passion and knowlcdge the vast empire of human so-
ciety,” Wordsworth was to claun more than two hundred years afrer
Sidney, and Siduey would have ar least agreed that the poet com-
bies passion and hnowledge, the knowledge being moral knowledge
and the passion manifesting 1tself e the vigor and hivehness of the
style

One can hardly emphasize too much Sidney’s msistence that the
poet’s world should be presenced debghefully, and thar the dehight
comes from the passonate vitality of the expression, for this gives hum
a cniterion whach, if necessary, he can abstrace altogether from his to-
tal view of poetry 15 the most cffective way of moving to virtue and
apply to a work of Diterary art whatever its subject matter and
whether 1t has a moral purpose or not If you siy that poerry both
teaches and delights, and have separate criteria for what 1s good doc-
trine and what constitutes debght m the way of expression, then you
have prepared the way for the emergence of a purely esthetic pomt
of view You have also, however, oversmphfied the relanon berween
form and content and paved the way for the kind of crincsm which
talks about “a bad book, but so well written”—an approach which, as
we shall see, involves a far too mechanical view of the nature of
Iiterary form

We have secn that for Sidney the world created by the poet 1s not
an “mutation,” 1n any sense, of rhe real world we live n, but an im-
provement on 1t, presented so persuasively that the reader will wish to
imitate that ymprovement The limutations of this point of view come
out most clearly when Sidney uses the sister art of paintng as an
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analogy “As to a Lady that desired to fashion her countenance to
the best grace, a Painter should more benefite her to portraite a most
sweet face, wryting Camidia vpon 1t, then to pant Candia as she was,
who, Horace sweareth, was foule and ill fauoured ” The inplication
here 15 clearly that 1t 15 the function of portrait pamting to help peo-
ple to improve their own faces by imrating the portrait Thus 15 the
difficulty one gets into if one transfers the Arstoteban nonon of
imitarton from the arnist o his public, so that the arnist does not unirace
the world but invents a better one for the pubhc to improve wself
by mitanng On the other hand, later crines who mantained that
the function of art was to imitate human nature and who at the same
time demanded that are be morally mstructive were caught up n
another kind of dilemma if they were honest enough to admut that
human nature as we know 1t 1n real hfe 15 far from edifymng If poeuc
justice does not prevail in life as 1t is and men 1n their actual lives are
far from models of moral perfection, how can one at the same tune
mmtate nature (which, to the seventeenth and much of the eighteenth
century, meant human nature) and lead your readers to the paths
of virtue? Dr Johnson, who had no illusions about hfe as it 1s and
men as they are, at the same tme prased Shakespeare for knowng
and mmtatmg human nature and blamed him for not having sufficient
poetic justice i Jus plays You cannot have it both ways, and 1t s
more consistent, if you wish the poet’s picture of man to be morally
edifymng, to wmsist (unless you want to edify solely by a series of
awful warmngs) that the poet 1s not concerned with the real world
at all There 15, of course, a third way, which 1s to mamrtain that the
“real” world 1s not the everyday world but the patterns underlymg
that world as seen by the poet’s imagimnation Only 1n this last way can
an imtative theory of art be reconciled with a didactic one, and,
though there are (as we have noted) traces of such an argument n
Sidney, he nevet really develops it

Teaching and “moving”

‘We have seen that for Sidney the world created by the poet can be
“golden” m more than one way It can present ideal heroes so vivadly
that one will wish to imutate their virtues It can present a world in
which virtue always triumphs and vice 15 always pumshed Or it can
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- present a world i which evil, whether it eriumphs or not, 1s made to
appear so ugly that the reader will i future always wish to avoid it
In the latter part of his gssay, in which he discusses the objecuons
made by the Purntans to the different lunds of lterature, he suggests
other ways m which the poet can “move to virtue” The satirst
“sportingly neuer leaueth, vnul hee make 2 man laugh art folly, and,
at length ashamed, to laugh at humselfe ” Similarly, “Comedy 15 an
imutation of the common errors of our hfe, which he representeth m
the most ridiculous and scornefull sort that may be, so as it 15 impos-
stble that any beholder can be content to be such a one ” And tragedy
“openeth the greatest wounds, and sheweth forth the Vicers that are
couered with Tissue, that maketh Kinges feare to be Tyrants, and
Tyrants mamfest thewr tiranmcal humors, that, with sturring the af-
fects of admiration and commuseration, teacheth the vncertamety of
this world, and vpon how weake foundations gwlden roofes are
bullded”—a defimtion which, using some of Arnstotle’s termmology
(“adrmration and commuseration” represent a modification of Aris-
totle’s fear and pity, admiration bemng used 1n its earlier sense of min-
gled wonder and reverence), changes Aristotle’s psychological ex-
planation of the therapeutic function of tragedy ro a strmght moral
theory

It 15 i hus discussion of lyrie poetry that Sidney places such em-
phasis on the importance of “moving”—whose relanon to the moral
function of poetry we have already discussed—that he seems for the
moment almost to be resting his case on this quality alone

Is it the Liricke that most displeaseth, who with his tuned Lyre, and wel
accorded voyce, giueth praise, the reward of vertue, to vertuous acts® who
guies morrall preceprs, and naturall Problemes, who sometimes rayseth vp
his voice to the height of the heauens, in singing the Jaudes of the immorzall
God Certamly I must confesse my own barbarousness [ neuer heard the
olde song of Percy and Duglas that I found not my heart mooued more
than with a Trumpet, and yet 1s 1t sung by some blinde Crouder, with no
rougher voyce then rude stile

Earlier, Sidney had emphasized the poet's abihity to “move” as the
factor which contribured most to the didacnc effect of a poem not
only was the reader shown the 1deal world, but, in virtue of the way
n whlch it was presented, he was moved to imitate 1t} But the word

“move” 15 ambiguous, and while most of the ume Sidney uses 1t to
F
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mean “spur on” or even simply “persuade,” in the passage just quoted
he seems to be talking of emotion without any regard to is results m
action, the thrilling sounds of a trumpet affect the hearer emotionally,
and though of course the mplication 15 that he 1s sturred to acts of
greater courage the immediate suggestion here 15 that the “affecuve
quality” (to borrow a term from some modern critics) 1 1tself 15 what
matters At any rate, later critics have seen such an mnplication in this
passage and have based on’1it a clam for Sidney to be a.“romantic”
critic in the sense that he 1s mterested 1n the arousing of emotion for
1ts own sake But if virtue results from the subduing of passion by
reason—a pomt agreed by both Plaro and the Christian Platorusts of
Sidney’s day—to say that poetry arouses passion 1s 1o concede one of
Plate’s main objections and to yield an important pomt to the Puri-
tans Sidney, then, cannot have intended any overr suggestion of the
kind we cannot help seeing 1n the passage quoted His whole case de-
pends on his enlisung passion on the side of virruer he shows how by
a passionate picture of an embodied 1deal the poee can move men to
follow it We have noted that this means that he has a criterion of
style, that “passionate describing” becomes nmportant for him, and we
have seen that Sidney 1s content to keep his criteria of style and of
moral content separate But nowhere does he come nght our and say
that passionate describing of anything s poeucally valuable, even
though we may somenmes feel that if he had not been constramed to
fight on his enemy’s ground he mght have sad something like ths
"The most he does 1n the argument he overtly presents 1s ro show that
passion need not be on the Devil’s side—“I don’t see why the Devil
should have all the good tunes,” as a later moralist was to put w—but
could be enlisted 1 the cause of virtue to make poetry, by 1its pas-
sionate teachmg, the most effective of all didactic mstruments Rich-
ardson, said Dr Johnson m a later century, tallung of the mixture of
psychological reahsm and moral teaching m the former’s novels,
“taught the passions to move at the command of virrue ” Sidney might
have reversed this, and said that the poet teaches virtue to move at the
command of the passions One must not forget that, while Sidney was
replying to a Puritan attack on poetry, he, like Spenser, was a Puntan
himself. He was also, like Spenser, a neo-Platonst, a humanst, and a
.poet His defense of poetry was a noble attempr to combme all these
posttions

If the rhetorical side of Sidney’s theory enables him to lay such em-
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phasis on “moving” and thus nsist on the unportance of 2 lively and
passionate style, it should also k< noted that his msistence that the
function of paetry 1s to show forth an ideal golden world mnstead of
imitating the brazen one of actuality enables him to construct a hier-
archy of literary forms He can defend satire as the kind of poetry
that laughs a man out of hus folly, comedy as making the common er-
rors of hfe seem nidiculous, and tragedy as showing the awful conse-
quences of tyranny so that kings will fear to be tyrants (thss last being
perhaps the most madequate of all Sidney’s definitions), but the kind
of poetry which pamnts directly the kind of virtue to which the read-
ers are to be drawn will be the highest kind That 15 heroic or epic
poetry, “for by what conceit can a tdngue be directed to speake euill
of that which draweth with 1t no lesse Champions than Achilles,
Cyrus, Aeneas, Turnus, Tideus, and Rmaldo? who not onely teach
and moue to a truth, but teacheth and mooueth to the most hugh and
excellent truth, who maketh magnanimity and sustice shine throughout
all musty fearefulness and foggy desires But if any thing be already
sayd 1n the defence of sweete Poetry, all concurreth to the mamtain-
g the Heroicall, which 1s not only 2 kinde, but the best and the most
accomphished kinde of Poetry ” .~

Sidney, then, 15 able to answet rhe Platonic and the Puritan objec-
tions, he can find room for a criterion of style while msisting on a di-
dactic content, and he has some ideas of a huerarchy of literary genres
He does all this, however, at the expense of making a dangerously
clear-cut division between manner and matter and by making the ulti-
mate objective and function of poetry not something vuque, with a
“peculiar pleasure” (in Aristotle’s phrase) of its own and differentiat-
ing qualities in terms of which its very essence 15 to be recognized and
valued, but as something shared with all other worthy human activi-
ties Unlike Anstotle, Sidney does not jusufy poetry by singling out
and justufying what 15 umquely poetie and like Plato he apphes a
aingle value standard to all products of the human mind and 1magina-
tion He gets out of the Platonic dilemma by showing that passion is
not the Devil’s prerogative bur can be used to implement virtue and
by insisting that what the poet creates, if ike nothing 1n the world of
actualiy, 1s morally betret than the world of actuahty and portrayed
in such a way that the reader will want to try to bring it into bemng
But his triumph 13 won at the cost of poetry’s independence, Though
poetry for Sidney 1s a more effective moral teacher than philosophy



72 The Philosophical Inquiry

or hustory, the critic of poetry has to wait for the moral philosopher
or the man of rehgron to tell him what 15 morally good and what »
morally bad before he can proceed to judge a poem Aristotle’s
Poetics had been a declaration of independence for poetry as well as a
justification of it, Sidney 15 content to achieve the latter at the ex-
pense of the forrner And if—with some justice—we think Sidney's
position naive, we might remember that from his day to ours the vast
majority of readers of imagmative literature have raken substantially
lus view and generally applied 1 with less cunning and sensitivity



Tmitation

and wmstruction

4

or Pt ato, the poct’s world was a second-hand imita-
tion of reality, and therefore of no value, for Aristotle, the poet could,
by the proper selection and organization of meident, achieve a reality
more profound than that represented by the casual surface of things
which we meet 1n ordinary esperience, for Sidney, the poet created a
world morally better than the real world, for the moral edification
and mmprovement of the reader None of these critics suggests that
the poet would do well to descnibe life mercly as he finds ar, for Plato,
that 1s to imutate shadows, for Aristotle and Sidney, for different rea-
sons, 1t 15 sumply not worth considening

Dryden and the mutation of buman nature

In 1668, however, John Dryden publshed hus Essay of Dramatic
Poeste, a dialogue on the nature of poetic drama and the respective
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merits of classical, modern French, Elizabethan, and restoration
plays, in which everybody agrees to define a play as “A just and hvely
image of human nature, representing its passions and humours, and the
changes of formane to which 1t 1s subject, for the dehght and instruc-
tion of mankind " Here, a hundred years after Sidney, a great Enghsh
peet and critic 1s mamtaming a principle utterly ar vanance with Sid-
ney’s view that the poet does not imitate the world as 1t 15 but invents
a “golden” world which 1s better Do we have here another solution
to the Platomc dilemma?®

Let us first note just what 1t 15 that Dryden 15 saying A play—t
is agreed m the essay that this defimnon really applies to mmaginative
literature m general, whether 1n the form of drama or not—in the first
place gives us an mmage of human nature It shows people acting
such a way as to reveal what they are hke {By the use d];the word
smage Dryden seems to be emphasizing the appearance, tb be quite
untroubled by Plato’s notion that to do so 1s simply to wmitate an -
tation {Dryden makes no distinction, m fact, between an mrage of
human nature and the traeh about human nature the former, 1if it 15
“just,” gves the latter The image 1s not enly to be just, 1t must also
be hvel;%&dney would have agreed with the necessity for hiveliness
fIts the basis of a criterson of style, and provides also a further crite-
rion by which to judge plot, whose first requirement 1s that 1t should be
so organized as to give a just image of human nature \We have so
far discussed four terms in the defimtion—*just,” “lhvely,” “iumage,”
and “human nature ”” They are all important and each one contributes
matenally to the defimtion {A just account of buman nature could be
gwven by a psychologist, but 1t would be nerther hvely nor an image
Similarly, an image could be hively without bemg just, while a just
image of human nature could be dull rather than lively All four ele-
menfs are necessary |

e next phrase m Dryden’s defimuon 1s more an elaboration of

what he means by the first phrase than the addiion of new require-
ments You obtain a just and hvely image of human nature by repre-
senting its “passions and humours” (“humours” meamng states of
mind or mental characteristics), and by representng the changes of
fortune to which men are subject It 15 only when we see a character’s
reactions to changes of fortune that we get a real view of his “pas-
sions and humours ™ Jf Hamlet's father had not been murdered by his
uncle and s mother had not marned that same uncle, Hamlet would
never have been driven to exhubit the true image of his nature It 1
the testing circumstance that illuminates character
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Is Dryden, then, demanding that the writer of fiction, whether 1n
plays or m other forms, ndulge 1n what we today rght call psycho-
logical realism?® Is 1t the duty of the writer to show us men mvolved i
actions which extubit their fundamental characteristics and so tell us
something about human nature® Thas would be a perfectly logical de-
fense of poetry The function of poetry would then be to mform the
reader, 1 a lively and agrecable way, of what human nature 15 hke
Lirerature would be a form of knowledge, and st would bear the same
relation to psychology as in Sudney it does to ethies That 1s, while for
Sidney the poet makes vivid and smpressive, by his imagmnary ex-
amples, the 1deas of the moral plilosopher, so for Dryden the poet
makes vivid and smpressive, by his maginary examples, the knowledge

of the psychologsst R {/p zf@o 63 4 87

fastruction and recognition

It mught be manramned that the concluding phrase of Dryden’s defimg-
tioti confirms ¢his interpretation @: 15 all to be done for the delight
and instraction of mankind The “debight comces from che hiveliness
with which human nature 1s represenced, and from the pleasure which
comes from recogniing n fictional chargeters fundamental psycho-
logical truths, while the mnstruction ty-weet moral instrucuon, but n-
struction 1n the facts of human natire |{The reader 15 mstructed n
psychology, fact For why should we restrict the term ‘“‘instruc-
tion” to mean only moral mstrucnon® There can be any kind of n-
struction we send children to school to be instructed 1n anthmetic
without any expectation that ther sums will make them morally bet-
ter So could we not argue that Dryden s here pleading for a hvely
psychological realism, on the grounds that 1t gives pleasure and at the
same time provades mstrucnion in human psychology® Would not that
be an adequate solution of the Platonic dilemma, and an adequate de-
fense of poetry?

It might well be that Dryden had some such notion mn mund, al-
though 1t must be adiniteed that the word “istruenion” 1s ambiguous,
and 1t generally carried the meaning of moral teaching m 1its use by
erinics of the period VWe mughe note, however, that if Dryden meant
that the function of drama was to delight and instruce by providing
hvely images of human nature n action under testing circumstances,
the debight cannot have been supposed to come from recogmzmng
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what we already know about human nature if at the same time the
play 1s to mseruct us mn human natare, which 1s to say, to tell us what
we did not know before “Poetry,” wrote Keats i one of his lerters,
“should strike the reader as a wording of Ius own highest thoughts,
and appear almost a Remembrance ” It 15 not simple recognition, but
almost a remembrance Dr Johnson, arguing with Walliam Pepys about
Pope’s definition of “true wit” in poetry as *“what oft was thought but
ne'er so well expressed,” objected strongly “That, sir, 15 2 defimition
both false and foolsh “What oft was thought’ is all the worse for
besng often thought, because to be wit, it ought to be newly thought ”
It 1s clearly not enough to recogmze what we already know Never-
theless, one can recognize as “just” what one did not know before
Keats’ phrase “aimost 2 Remembrance” 15 suggestive because 1t in-
dicates that there 1s a nuddle ground between recognition and new
knowledge and 1t 15 on that middle ground that unaginative hterature
operates If, therefore, *'a just and lively mtation of human nature”
dehights and mstructs us, the dehight 15 not simply a marter of recog-
nizing examples of what we already knew to be true, nor, on the other
hand, are we “instructed” in what we had never known before there
.15 2 kind of recognition at work, but it 1 only apparently recognition
—it s new knowledge, operatmg through an unpression of the familiar
The miplication of Dryden’s defimition 15 that Literature 1s a form of
knowledge rather than a techmque of persuasion The knowledge
pleases partdy because 1t 15 pleasant to mcrease our awareness and
partly because of the dehightful manner n which 1 1s conveyed both
the “justness” and the “livelness” of the imitation of human nature
contnbute to the pleasure given by the work Such a posinon, of
course, ignores as meaningless the Platonic objection thar what the
poet imutates 1s itself an initation of an imitauon The poet describes
men as they are, that 15, as they are found to be by observauon and
mtrospection and by reading the reports of the observations of others
To object that direct eaperience does not yield knowledge 1, m the
age of John Locke, to play the wiliful obscurantise

Which aspects of buman nature?

There are none the less difficulties m this pomnt of view What in fact
15 human nature? we might ask Men acting and suffening, the reply
would be But what men, and what are they acting and suffering®
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Human nature 1s illustrated by a man swearing when he hats hys finger
with a hammer as well as by Hamlet gomg to pieces on learning the
truth abour his father’s death and his uncle’s guilt What aspects of
human nature in action are most fit for the poet to describe® It will be
seen at once that even to raise such a question 1s to pave the way for a
hterarchy of more and less appropriate kinds of theme Ambition rep-
resented by Alexander the Great 1s different from ambition as repre-
sented by a draper’s assistant working and scheming to have a store of
his own Cleopatra 1n love 18 different from Jenny being tousled by
Jock behind the cowshed Yet both illustrate human nature Whach
theme 15 more appropriate to literature® The modern cnitic would
probably refuse to admit the vahdiy of this question Why should
one be more appropnate than the other? Whichever it may be, if 1t 1s
done effectively, of 1t 15 *just and hvely,” of, in virtue of the way the
story 15 put together and presented, it both pleases and nstructs, pro-
viding that combination of recogmtion of what we think we knew
and awareness of new msight which we have already discussed, then
it 15 justified Bur to concede that any aspect of human nature, illus-
trated by any kund of person, 15 equally suitable for hterature 15 to as-
sume that we can pet equat “dehight” from an account of Cleopatra’s
passton for Antony and from a picture of a farm hand’s seducton of a
milk-maid In a democrane age lihe ours such an assumption may seemn
obvious, but w was far from obwious to carher ages, and nesther Dry-
den nor Pope nor Dr Johnson would have accepted as matenal for the
lirerary imagnation characters and siteanons which were not dignified
by a symbolic external impressiveness The “passions” of men were in-
deed the subject of poetry, but in the highest form of hterature they
were to be illustrated m people whose fate involved more than therr
own domestic fortunes Both the Greeks and the Elzabethans also
felt this {(though the Elizabethans had theiwr humbler kind of tragedy
too) and part of the significance of Oedipus, as of Hamlet and Lear, 15
that, being rulers, their inner conflicts mvolve g large outer world,
and at the same tume, possesstng “great” natures (not necessanly
naturalistically presented), they are more representative of the total
human possibilities than, say, a farmhand

Poetry illuminates human nature, and pleases and mstructs by so
domg By choosing for 1ts chief characters persons sufficiently exalted
i posiion for their fate to affect whole countries one can, without
blurring the picture of human nature, make the story more arresting
and more far-reaching i s smphicanons Thus if for Sidney heroic
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poetry 1s at the top of the hierarchy because 1t shows us directly the
virtuous actions the reader 1s ro be mspired to wmicate, 1n those later
cntics who saw as the poet’s task not the creation of an 1deal world to
be mntated but the projection of a hvely image of the real world of
men for the reader’s pléasure and mstruction, herowe poetry 1s hkewise
at the top because 1t deals with characters whose fortunes are more
mteresting since they mvolve the fortunes of s6 many others In each
case, a theory of the nature and value of poetry has led to a hierarchy
of poetic “kinds,” and though the theories differ the hierarchy s the
same

“Expression”

There 15 more even than this, however, hidden n Dryden’s definiion
If poetic fiction provides “a just and lively mmage of hurnan nature,”
we can choose, while demanding both, to lay chief emphasis on either
the justness or the hivellness We nught 1ignore the whole question of
whether we can recetve mstruction from what we already know, rake
the “justness” for granted, and msist that the pecubar pleasure of
poetry (still using this term m its larger sense) hes mn the polish, wit,
grace, liveliness, or some such quahities, with which famihiar truths are
presented That, as we have noted, was Pope’s view, represented mn his
famous phrase “what oft was thought but ne'er so well expressed ”
But even Pope did not mean that poetry was merely the polished ex-
presston of well-known abstract truths His own “Rape of the Lock,”
tor example, 1s very far from thar He must have meant to nclude n
the verb expressed the imaginative way m which the general truths are
llustrated 1n other words, expression must nclude plot as well as
style, invention as well as dicion The epigram, even for Pope, was
not the highest form of poetry For Pope, the good poer uses his rea-
son and his common sense—to both of which faculuies he gives the
name “Nature”—to discover what the general truths about human
character and behavior (also called “Nature”) are, notes how the
great poets of Greece and Rome have embodied therr observations
about human character 1n poetry, and, profiting both by the example
of the ancient poets and his own observation (which, he msists, yield
the same conclusions), proceeds to illustrate those truths m as pol-
ished, witty, and generally delghtful a way as possible This mighe
nvolve a story, it might involve the author moralizing or satrizing 1n
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his own person, 1t might mvolve an elegy, or an apostrophe to some
person or 1dea, or a number of other things, but whatever 1s nvolved
will be included in the expression As i Sidney, form and content are
separabie, and the latter comes first You decide what you want to say,
and then, profing by the example of your greatest predecessors, de-
cide on how to say 1t

Dr Jobnson and “gencral nature”

Pope’s “Essay on Crittiessm™ (1711) 15 not, as Sidney’s Defence of
Poesie 15, an inquiry wito the nature and value of poetry, but a series of
generalizations about good taste, the difficulties of critcizing impar-
tially and justly, and the charactensties of the good cnitic It takes the
major questions for granted, and w e cannot learn from 1, for example,
whether the mstruction we receve from poetry 1s instruction in the
facts of human nature or moral instruction, or indeed whether he
would agree with Dryden at all in including nstruction as one of the
functions of poetry (though we know from other remarks he makes
that he would agree), nor does he tell us whether the pleasure m
effective expression ss the mamn joy and value of poetry For further
mquiry along the lmes lad down by Dryden’s defimtion we wnust,
among major Enghish erities, turn to Dr Johnson

In his preface to lus editton of Shakespeare, Dr Johnson praises the
playwnght because he fulfills precisely Dryden’s requirement of “a
just and lively umage of human nature”

Nothing can please many, and please long, but just representations of
geheral nature Particular manners can be known to few, and therefore
few only can judge how nearly they are copied The irregular combina-
tion of fanciful invention may delight a-while, by that novelty of which
the commeon saniety of life sends us all 10 quest, but the pleasures of sudden

waonder are soon exhausted, and the mind can only repose on the stabihiry
of grut

Shakesbeare 15 above all wniters, at least above all modern writers, the

et of nature, the poet that holds up to hus readers a faithful mirrour of
manners and of hfe His characters are not modified bv the customs of
parucular places, unpracuised by the rest of the world, by the peculianties
of studies or professions, which can operate but upon small nuryﬁers, or
by the accidents of transient fashions or temporarv opintons{ they are
the gemnne progeny of common humanity, such as-the world will always
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supply, and observation will always find His persons act and speak by
the mnfluence of those gencral passions and principles by which all minds
are agitated, and the whole system of life 1s continued 1n motion In the
writings of other poets a character 15 too often an individual, n those of
Shakespeare 1t1s commonly a specids )

It 15 from this wide exrension of &s‘.gn that so much mstruction 1s de-
nived It s this which fills the plays of Shakespeare with pracnical axioms
and domestick wisdom It was said of Furprdes, that every verse was a
precept, and 1t may be said of Shakespeare, that from his works may be
collecred a system of civil and weconomical prudence Yet his real power
1s not shewn 1n the splendour of particular passages, but by the progress of
his fable, and the tenour of his dialogue, and he that tries to recommend
him by select quotations, will succeed hke the pedant i Hierocles, who,
when he offered his house for sale, carried a brick m his pocker as a
specimen

It will not eastly be imagined how much Shakespeare cxcells m ac-
commodatmg his sentiments to real Iife, but by comparmg him with other
authours It was observed of the ancient schools of declamarion, that the
more diligently they were frequeated, the more was the student disquali-
fied for the world, because he found nothing there which he should ever
meet 1n any other place The same 1cmark may be apphicd to every stage
but that of Shakespeare The theatre, when 1t 1s under any other direction,
15 peopled by such characters as were never secn, conversing mn a language
which was never heard, upon ropicks which will never arise m the com-
merce of mankind But the dialogue of this authour 11 eften so evidently
derermined by the incident which produces 1z, and 15 pursued wich so
much case and simplicity, that 1t seems scarccly to claim the ment of
fiction, but ro have been gleaned by dibgent selection out of common
eonversaron, and CoImmaon QCCUrrences

Other dramatsts can only gain attention _by hyperbolical or aggravated
characters, by fabulous and unexampled excellence or depravity, s the
writers of barbarous romances mvigorated the reader by a grant and a
dwarf, and he that should form his cxpectations of human affairs from
the play, or from the tale, would be equally decewved Shakespeare has no
heroes, his scenes are occupied only by men, who act and speak as the
reader thinks that he should himself have spoken or acted on the same
occasion  Even where the agency 1s supernatural the dialogue 15 level with
hfe Other writers disguse the most natural passions and most frequent
merdents, so that he_who contemplates them m the book will not know
them 1 the world Bhbakespeare approximares the remote, and fanubanizes
the wonderful) the event which he represents will not happen, but if 1t
were possible;its effects would probably be such as he has assigned, and
3t may be said, thac he has not only shewn human nature as 1t acts ut real
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exigencies, but as it would be found in tnals, to which it cannot be exposed

This therefore 15 the praise of Shakespeare, that his drama 15 the mirrour
of Life, that he who has mazed his imagination, in following the phancoms
wlhuch other writers raise up before him, may here be cured of his delirious
extasies, by reading human seatiments i human language, by scenes from
which a hermit may estimate the transactions of the world, and a confessor
predict the progress of the passions

Though this 15 a discussion of Shakespeare and not a theoretical
treatise on poetics, 1t 15 by mmplicanon also a statement of the nature
and value of drama and of literary fiction generally Shakespeare 15
prassed for doing what a dramatist ought to do and few dramatists
have done The terms in which he 1s prassed deserve careful consider-
ation

“Nothing can please many, and please long, but just representations
of general nature ” The mplication of this sentence 15 clear 1t 1s the
duty of the poet (again, using the term n s wider sense) to please
and the gaving of pleasure 15 a—if not the—crirerion of worth m po-
etry The way to please the greatest number over the longest pertod
of ume 15 1o provide accurate pictures of general human nature Dry-
den had said ““2 just and lively image of human nature,” but Johnson
insists on general nature Is anything new being added to the theory of
the nature and value of poetry with this word?

Anstotle, it will be remembered, had pomted out that the poet rep-
resents the umversal, the general *  Poetry 15 more philosophical
and more serious than history because poetry tends to render the gen-
eral truths while history gives the parncular facts” “Poetry”—
to quote agam Sidney’s paraphrase of Aristotle—“dealerh with Katho-
lon, that 15 to say, with the universall consideration, and the history
with Kathekaston ” Johnson 15 sunilarly contrasting the general and
the particular He does not mean, however, quite the same thing Aris-
totle meant General nature 1s for Johnson what 1s found m most peo-
ple 1n most ages—it 15, one might almost say, a statstical rather than a
philosophical concepr Its opposite 1s the idiosyncratic, the behavior of
only a few people in few times or places Yet it would be unfarr to say
that this statistital concept 1s not at the same time philosophical, for,
Dr Johnson would maintan, what 15 most common 15 most typical and
most revealing of human nature as 1t really 18 Realty and generality
are i a sense 1denufied  what 15 most general 1s what 15 most real

The imphcatson here 15, of course, that human nature does not
change If the poet represents those aspects of human nature which



82 The Philosophscal Inquiry

are common to ail times and places, and in dong so presents to us the
reality about human nature, then men must be fundamentally the same
at all imes and places and they must differ only m trivizhties Indeed,
any theory of literary value which sees hrerature as some kind of 1-
lurmnation of the nature of man 15 commutted to the position that that
nature 1s unchangmng, unless it 1s prepared to concede that the ltera-
ture of past ages has ceased to be of value When Pope tells us that the
Greek and Roman writers found out the best way of “mutating Na-
ture” and that therefore to copy Homer 15 to copy Nature, he s
naturally assurning that men i Homer’s day were, 1n those aspects of
their nature which are of interest to the poet, identical with the men
of huis own day And that assumption was certainly shared by Johnson

In the second paragraph quoted above Johnson praises Shakespeare
for holding up to his readers “a faithful mirrour of manners and of
life” and for not allowing his characters to be modified “by the cus-
toms of particular places, unpractised by the rest of the world” or “by
the peculiarities of studies or professmns, which can operate but upon
small nembers” We nught ser beside this the remarks on poetry
which Johnson had earber put mnto the mouth of Imlac m his moral
tale, Rasselas

“The business of a poet,” said Imnlae, *is to examme, not the mdmidual,
but the species, to remark general properties and large appearances, he does
not number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the different shades m the
verdure of the forest He 15 ro exfubir in bis portrais of mature such
prominent and striking features as recall the ongnal to every mind, and
must neglect the minuter discriminations, which one may have remarked
and another have neglected, for those characteristcs which are ahke
obvious to vigilance and carelessness

“But the knowledge of nature is only hdlf che task of a poet, he must be
acquamted Likewise with all the modes of life His character requires that
he esttmate the happiness and msery of every condition, observe the
power of al! the passions in all their combinations, and trace the changes of
the human mind, as they are modified by various instinutions and accidental
mfluence of climate or custom, from the sprightliness of nfancy to the
despondence of decrepitude He must divest himself of the prejudices of
lus age or country, he must consider nghr and wrong 1n their abstracted
and invariable state, he must disregard present laws and opintons, and rise
to general and transcendental truths, which will always be the same He
must, therefore, content himself with the slow progress of hss name, con-
temn the applause of fus own time, and commut tus clanns to the justice of
postenity He must write as the interprecer of nature and legislator of man-
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kind, and consider himseif as presiding over the thoughts and manners of
future generations, as a being superior to time and place ")

The poet must know the manners and customs of men of all times
and conditions, not because 1t 1s his duty to make vivid to the reader
the different ways i which men have lived and behaved, but so that
he 15 not taken m by surface differences and 1s able to penetrate ro the
common humanuty underlying these But, 1t will be objecred, to give
a picture of a gencralized man 1 unpossible, plulosophers may talk
about such a concept but the poct cannot embody him 1 a concrete
creation, for a concrete creation must be particularized to carry any
conviction at all Does not the poct reach out to the umversal rhrough
the particular? And can 2 poet at the same tune present a picture of
general human nature and be lively and realistie, as Johnson also
clmms that Shakcspeare v? olhnson clams that Shakespearc’s charae-
ters are not unreal abstractions bur “men who ace and speak as the
reader thmhs that he should hmnwseif have spoken or acted on the
same occasion ™ In fact, he goes so far as to say that Shakespeare’s
dialogue *1s pursued with so much ease and simplicity, that st seems
scarcely to claim the merm of fiction, but to have been gleaned by dih-
gent scleetion out of common cont ersatton, and common occurrence

We must note, however, thar Johnson 1s not claimmg that Shake-
speare 15 what would lirer hate been called “naruralsnce ” His dha-
logue does not report the actual speech of men, it seewss to have been
gleaned by diligent selection our of common conversation, which 15
something very different Johnson knew perfectly well that people
do not speak blank verse in dady hfe When he says that Shake-
speare’s dialogue 15 “level with hife” he does not mean that 1t 1s mere
reporting, he w talking about the impression creared by the dialogue,
about the vitality and the psychological plausibility of the characters
as they create themselves by speech and acuon Thar 1s why 1t 15 use-
less to recommend Shakespeare “by select quotations” and why he
must be judged “by the progress of his fable [plot] and the tenour of
his dialogue”—by the total effecr, that 1s If 2t were the simple natu-
ralism of his dialogue that pleased Johnson, then of course he could
be recommended by select quotations Style and plot contribute to the
effect of realiey, to the illusion that here are real people acting as they
do m real bife, while at the same time their behavior illuminates those
general aspects of human nature which, Johnson insists, are the true
concern of the poet [When Johnson says that “Shakespeare has no
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heroes” he does not mean that none of his characters are heroic 1n
character or behavior or impressive 1n the strength of their personal-
ity he means that his heroes illustrate and act according to the gen-
eral laws of human nature They are not demigods or supermen, but
men, whom we recognize as feliow human beings

If, therefore, one rmght be inclined to believe that Johnson’s in-
sistence on the general, on not numbering the streaks of the tulip, on
avoidance of particularzing differences between men, would lead him
to defend the cold and the abstract in Iiterature and to remove both
the “lvely” and the “image” from Dryden’s phrase “a just and hvely
image of human nature” so as to produce simply just generalzations
about human nature, one has only to go on to read his hist of reasons
for praising Shakespeare to see that this does not follow, an air of
lively realism s an all-smportant quality m a good play and such an
air cannot be produced by making characters into generalized ab-
stracuons In other words, Johnson’s praise of Shakespeare’s psycho-
logical realism 15 by muplicatton a recognition of the importance of
the particular, through which the general must be presented No char-
acter m a work of fiction or drama can appear real if he s not
ndividuahzed

For Johnson, then, as for Dryden, literature 15 a form of knowledge,
1t 1s valuable for ies dllustration and lummation of human nature We
derive pleasure from seemg human nature thus allustrared and 1liumi-
nated, and, Johnson would add, from the mcidental beautics of ex-
pression which the poet employs Joh#son 15 clearer than Dryden on
the question of whether what we learn about human nature 15 new
knowledge or simply a lively dlustration of what we already know
It 1s 1 essence what observant and thoughtful people already know,
though often conveyed through examples of a kind hitherto unknown
to the reader Imlac msists thar the poet must study all kinds of men
of different ages and countries, the poet, that 15, must have a greater
store of particulars through which to illustrate the known generalities
The pleasure the reader gets derives from his recognition mn these dif-
ferent characters of general human nature as he knows 1t

Recognition, even through unfamiliar examples, 1s not, however,
mstruction, and 1t would be difficule to obtain from Johnson’s crits-
cism any notion that the didacuc effect of hrerature lies 1n its teach-
ing us new things about human nature From Shakespeare’s plays, he
says, “a hermit may estumate the transactions of the world, and a con-
fessor predict the progress of the passions ” The plays would give in-
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struction to a hermit, because he has lived removed from the world
and 1s therefore ignorant of 1t, to the reasonably observant man who
has lived 1in the world Shakwpeare would provide, through hively and
pleasing fictions, illustrations and confirmations of what he knows
human nature to be like

Dr Jobnson's dilemma

Is recognition, then, the sole value of literature® Even if we add to it
the pleasure we get from the aptness, liveliness, and effective expres-
sion of the example which provides the recognition, will this exhaust
the functions of lirerarure® Johnson 15 quite specific on this pomt
Poetry has mn addinion the hugher funcrion of moral instruction “The
end of writing 1s to nstruct, the end of poetry 1s to instruct by pleas-
mg.” he tells us further on m the Shakespeare preface, and a

\“The greatest graces of a play, are to copy nature and mnstract fe )
That by mnstruction Johnson means moral mnstruction 1s made qmte
clear when he comes to that part of the preface which discusses
Shakespeare’s faults

His first defect 1s that to which may be imputed most of the evil in books
or in men He sacnfices virtue to conventence, and 15 so much more careful
to please than to instruct, that he seems to write without any moral pur-
pose ¥From lus writings indeed a system of social duty may be selected, for
he that thinks reasonably pmst think morally, but his precepts and axioms
drop casually from him, t‘f' makes no just distribution of good or evil, nor
1s always careful to shew in the virtuous a disapprobauon of the wicked,
he carries hus persons indifferently thmugh nght and wrona and at the
close dismusses them without further care, land leaves their examples to
operate by chanaﬁgll;s fault the barbanty of his age cannot extenuate,
for 1t 15 always a winer’s duty to make the world better, and justice 15 2
virue independant on time and place

He ormuts opportuninies of instructing and delighting which the tram
of lus story seems to force upon him, and apparently rejects those extubr-
tions which would be more affectng, for the sake of those which are more

easy. )

& a poet’s duty is both to represent human nature accurately and
vividly and to arrange his story so that 1t provides moral instruction
for the reader, then it must follow that human nature i 1self must be
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edifyifg \Sidney agreed that poetry should be morally mstructive,
“but, aware that life as 1t 15 does not convey a moral lesson to the
observer, he msisted that the poet create a new and better world
Johnson wants to have it both ways As we have seen, this s far
enough if he believes thac the real world 1s i fact edifymg, but he
knows very well that 1t 15 not In a review which he had written
earher of Soame Jenyns’ Free Enquiry mio the Origm and Nature of
Evd he had eloquently protested aganst the facie theory that the
world as 1t 15, 15 2 happy and perfectly conducted place, with no un-
deserved suffering and with the apparent musfortunes of the virtuous
neatly compensated, so that, for example, the poor man has more
hopes, fewer fears, and greater health than the rich Johnson thun-
dered against thus facile optimism, and showed how much more plausi-
bly the facts could be turned the other way Jenyns raised the possi-
bility that just as men hunt arumals for their pleasure, so there may be
bemngs who deceive and torment or destroy men for their own pleas-
ure and utility, and this would “ustify’ the divine order Johnson
commented gnimly

I cannot resist the temptation of contemplating this analogy, which, I
think, he might have carned further, very much to the advantage of hs
argument He might have shown, that these “hunters, whose game s man,”
have many sports analogous to our own As we drown whelps and kitrens,
they amuse themselves, now and then, with sinking a ship, and stand round
the fields of Blenheim, or the walls of Prague, as we encircle a cockpit As
we shoot a bird flying, they take a man 1n the mudst of his business or
pleasure, and knock hum down with an apoplexy Some of them, perhaps,
are virmosy, and delight in the operations of an asthma, as a human philoso-
pher 1n the effects of an air-pump To swell a man with s tympany 1s as
good sport as to blow a frog Many a merry bout have these frolick beings
at the vicissitudes of an ague, and good sport 1t 15 to see a man tumble with
an epilepsy, and revive and temble again, and all chus he knows not why As
they are wiser and more powerful chan we, they have more exquisite di-
versions, for we have no way of procuring any sport so brisk and so lasung,
as the paroxysms of the gout and stone, which, undoubredly, must make
high marth, especially if the play be a hittle diversified with the blunders
and puzzles of the blind and deaf We know not how far their sphere of
observation may extend Perhaps, now and then, a merry being may place
himself 1n such a situation, as to enjoy, at once, all the vanieties of an epi-
demical disease, or amuse his lessure with the tossings and contortions of
every possible pan, extubited together.
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For Johnson, the only hope came from revealed religion, not from
hfe as hived on this earth, which was nexther edifying nor mn irself
suggestive of a benign providence The spectacle of men behaving as
they do 15 not conducive to moral uphft. If this 1s so, 1t 15 surely
illogical to demand at the same ume that the poet show life as it 1s
and that his picture of life must lead men to be better Sidney, m
claiming that the poet created a golden world superior to the brazen
world of reahity, was more logrcal Literature cannot be both “a just
and lively mmitation of human nature” and 2 means of moral mnstruc-
tion and mprovement unless one holds the optimsstic view that the
world as it 1 provides an edifying and smproving extubition In other
words, to hold a view of literature which is at once imitative and
didactic one must be a very special kind of optimist Some eighteenth

century writers may have had this kind of optimism, but Johnson
certainly did not

“Almost a Rewmembrance”

We have seen that for Johnson the imitanon of human nature which
the poet provided gave to the reader a recognition of what he was
likely to have known already The poet illustrates rather than reveals
But we have also noticed that Johnson criicized Pope's view that wit
n poetry consists i presenting “what oft was thought but ne’er so
well expressed” arguing that it ought to be newly thought Does that
mean that, 1n spite of his msistence that great poets are known by the
way i which they reveal and dlustrate recognizable human narure,
he felt that they also in some way mnstruct us 1n aspects of human na-
ture we had not known before? The fact 15, netther Dryden nor Pope
nor Johnson 15 very explicit on this 1ssue, and all of them seem some-
tumes to talk as though the poer provides new exploration of the
human siruarion and at other times as though he simply illustrated
effectively and convinemgly what we know to be true. Both poetry
as exploration and poetry as provniding recognition, as cogniuve and
as ilustrative, seem to be mcluded m their views Johnson, however,

15 most emphatic on the illustrauve aspect In his hife of Gray, he
remarks

In the character of his Elegy [ rejoice to concur with the common
reader, for by the common sense of readers uncorrupted with hterary
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prejudices, after all the refinements of sububity and the dogmatism of
learning, must be finally decided all claim to poetical honours The
Church-yard abounds with images which find a2 murrour m every mund,
and with sentiments to which every bosom returns an echo The four
stanzas beginning Yet even these bones, are to me ongnal 1 have never

seen the notions in any other place, yet he that reads them here, persuades
himself that he has always felt them

“Images which find a mirrour in every mind” and “sentiments to
which every bosom returns an echo” are phrases which clearly sug-
gest that the function of the poet is to render “what oft was thought
but ne’er so well expressed ” And there are many similar statements
throughout Johnson's ‘criticism, many of them most emphanc Yet
we cannot fail to observe that 1n the very next sentence he introduces
a new note “I have never seen the notions m any other place, yet he
that reads them here, persuades humself that he has always felt them ”
Thus surely leads us agan to Keats’ “almost a Remembrance ” We
can recognuze what we had not previously known When we see new
knowledge rendered in the special way the poet employs we see 1t
both as new and as fammihar, and our reacuion combines recogmtion
with msight A claim for poetry as conveying a special kind of aware-
ness which, while new, comes with the force of recognition, 15 never
explicitly made i any of the critical passages we have been consider-
ing 1n this chapter, yet some such notion 15 more than once hinted at



The

vindication of pleasure

)

HE QUESTION of what poetry 1s and whart kind of
value 1t possesses can be answered by an exammation of the products
of the poct’s activity (of poems, that 1s to say) or by an mquiry nto
how the poct operates Instead of asking “What 15 poetry?” we can
ask “What 15 a poet®” This larter question will often lead to the
former, and criuics have quite frequently approached the whole prob-
lem of the nature and value of poetry through a study of the psychol-

of poetic creation In his famous preface to the second edition of
Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth proceeds to give s view of what poetry
1s and wheremn 1ts value lies by asking first “What 1s a Poet® To whom
does he address himself? And what language 1s to be expected from
him>” Poetry is an actuvity as well as a species of art object, and the
basic cnincal questions can be approached by looking at the activity
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as well as by exammng the product. This kind of critical inquiry will
be discussed 1n a later chaprer, for it rases quesnons of its own which
are quite distinct from these we have so far been considermg Words-
worth, the first important Enghsh poet to explam, defend, and define
poctry by asking how 1t was produced, thus belongs with those mod-
ern critics who are chiefly concerned with the process of creation,
and he will be discussed with them Nevertheless, 1t 15 worth talung
out of their context at this point some of his generalizations about the
nature of poetry which are comparable to those we have quoted from
Dryden and Johnson

“Truth general and operative”

We have noted Arstotle’s distinction between the umversal and the
particular, Sidney’s un-Arnstorehan nterpretation of this, Dryden’s
nsistence that poetry 1 an mration of human nature, and Dr John-
son’s emphasis on the general nature of that ymitation We have raised,
too, the question whether poetry, if 1t 1s a representation of human
nature, pleases us because it dlustrares what we already know, and so
recognuze, or by giving us a new dlumination, or by somehow domng
both simultaneously We have noted Johnson’s remark about a pas-
sage in Gray's “Elegy” (“1 have never seen the notions in any other
place, yet he that reads them here persuades himself that he has always
felr them”) and compared Keats’ statement that poetry strikes us as
“almost 2 Remembrance ™ Let us put beside these the following quo-
tation from Wordsworth's preface

Ansstotle, I have been told, has said, that Poetry 1s the most philosophic
of all wriings 1t is so us object 1s truth, not mdwvidual and local, but
general, and operative, not standing upen excernal testmony, bur carned
alive into the heart by passion, rruth which 1s 1ts own testumony, which gives
competence and confidence to the tribunal to which 1t appeals, and receives
them from the same tmibunal Poetry is the image of man and nature The
obstacles which stand 1n the way of the fidelty of the Biographer and His-
torian, and of their consequent utihity, are mcalculably greater than those
which are to be encountered by the Poet who comprehends the dignity
of his art The Poet wntes under one restriction only, namely, the neces-
sity of giving immediate pleasure to a human Bemng possessed of that
information which may be expected from him, not as a lawyer, 4 physician,
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a mnarner, an astronometr, or a natural philosopher, but as a Man, Except
this one restriction, there 15 no object standing between the Poet and the

unage of things, between thys, and the Biographer and Historian, there are
a thousand.

The distinction that Wordsworth makes between truth “individual
and Jocal” and truth “general and operative” 15 sumilar to Arnistotle’s
distinction between historical and poetic truth, and 1t 1s hinked also to
the question of recogmtion Poeuc truth for Wordsworth 1s “opera-
tive”’—1t works on us, 1t carries its own coOnviction t.wth it, so that we
cannot but acknowledge 1t as true “Individual and local” truth does
not carry its own conviction before we could be sure that a historian
or a brographer were telling the truth we should have to know what
his sources were and how honestly he used them The poct’s truth 1s
general i the sense that it needs no authentication to be recognized
as true 1t does not “stand upon external testunony” but 1s “carried
altve into the heart by passion” and 15 thus its own testmony Our
hearts recogmze 1t as true—not necessarlly because we have known it
before, but because the psychological structure of our minds assents
to 1t, 1t makes contact somehow with the basic mental laws which de-
termine human percepuon and emotion The reaction 1s thus not
literal recognution, but 1t 15 recogmtion m a profounder sense Agan,
1t 18 remuniscent of Keats’ later phrase “almost a Remembrance ”

The mind of man and the workings of nature

Wordsworth 1s thus here tying up a number of concepts which had
previously exercised crttics, tus pont of view 15 not strictly Arsstote-
lian, though 1t has elements 1n common with Anstotle (Wordsworth
and Arstotle would certainly not have agreed, for example, on the
nature and value of passion), and he attempts to probe deeper than
either Dryden or Johnson nto the reasons why general representation
of human nature pleases us It must be general and operatrve, 1t must
carry 1ts Own passionate convicnon with 1t, and the pleasure we derive
from 1t comes from our having our basic psychological structure
touched and dluminated Wordsworth goes further he believed that
our psychological structure 1s paralieled 1 the workings of the um-
verse as 2 whole, and one reason why the poet is able to express truths
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which are general and operative is that he is “a man pleased with his
own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than other men in
the spirit of hfe that 15 1n him, delighung to contemplate simlar vob-
tions and passions as mamfested i the gomgs-on of the Universe, and
habitually wnpelied to create them where he does not find them ”
That is why the poet gives pleasure “to a human Being possessed of
that information which may be expected from him, not as a lawyer,
a physician, 2 manner, an astronomer, or a natural philosopher, but
as a Man.” The function of poetry, and its value, Lies 1n us giving this
land of pleasure

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered
as a degradation of the Poet’s art Itis far otherwise It 1s an acknowledge-
ment of the beauty of the universe, an acknowledgement the more sincere,
because not formal, but indwrect, 1t 15 a task hght and easy to tum who looks
at the world 1n the spirit of love further, it 15 a homage paid to the natwve
and naked digrity of man, to the grand elementary principle of pleasure,
by which he knows, and feels, and lives, and moves We have no sympathy
but what 1s propagated by pleasure 1 would not be musunderstood, but
wherever we sympathise with pain, 1t will be found that the sympathy 15
produced and carried on by subtle combinations with pleasure We have
no knowledge, that 15, no general principles drawn from the contemplation
of particular facts, but what has been built up by pleasure, and exists 1 us
by pleasure alone The Man of science, the Chermist and Mathematician,
whatever difficulties and disgusts they may have had to struggle with, know
and feel this However pamful may be the objects with wiuch the Anaro-
must’s knowledge 1s connected, he feels that his knowledge 1s pleasure and
where he has no pleasure he has no knowledge What then does the Poert?
He considers man and the objects that surround hum as acung and re-acting
upon each other, o as to produce an infinite complexity of pain and pleas-
ure, he constders man 1n his own nature and n his ordmary bfe as con-
templating this with a certain quantity of immediate knowledge, with cer-
tam convictions, mturtions, and deductons, which from habit acquire the
quality of mtwmtions, he considers um as lookmg upon this complex scene
of 1deas and sensations, and finding everywhere objects that immediately
excire n hum sympathies which, from the necessiies of his nature, are
sccompanted by an over-balance of enjoyment.

To this knowledge which all men carry about with them, and to these
sympathies in which, without any other discipline than that of our daily
hfe, we are fitted to take dehighe, the Poet principally directs his attentron.
He considers man and nature as essentially adapted to each other, and the
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mind of man as narurally the micror of the fawrest and most interesting
properties of nature And thus the Poet, prompted by this feeling of pleas-
ure, which accompanres him through the whole course of lus studies, con-
verses with general nature, with affections akin to those, which, through
labour and length of time, the Man of science has rased up i humself, by
conversing with those particular parts of nature which are the objects
of hus studies The knowledge both of the Poct and the Man of science 18
pleasure, but the knowledge of the one cleaves to us a5 2 necessary part
of our existence, our natural and unalienable inheritance, the other 15 a per-
sonal and individual acquisition, slow to come to us, and by no habitual
and direct sympathy connecting us with our fellow-beings The Man of
science seeks truth as a remote and unknown benefactor, he cherishes and
loves 1t 1n his solitude the Poet, singing a song i which all human beings
join with hum, rejoices m the presence of truth as our visible friend and
hourly companton Poetry 1s the breath and finer spint of all knowledges
1t 1s the impassioned expression which 1s 1n the countenance of all Science
Emphatically may 1t be said of the Poet, as Shakespeare hath sad of
man, ‘that he looks before and after” He s the rock of defence for human
nature, an upholder and preserver, carrying everywhere with hum relation-
ship and love In spite of difference of soil and climate, of language and
manners, of laws and customs m spite of things silently gone out of mind,
and things viclently destroyed, the Poet binds together by passion and
knowledge the vast empire of human society, as 1t 15 spread over the whole
earth, and over all ume The objects of the Poet’s thoughts are everywhere,
though the eyes and senses of man are, 1t 15 true, his favounte guides, yet
he will follow wheresoever he can find an atmosphere of sensation in which
to move his wings Poctry 1s the first and last of all knowledge—t 15 as 1m-
mortal 2s the heart of man If the labours of Men of science should ever
create any matenal revolution, direct or indirect, 1n our condition, and 1n
the mimpresstons which we habutually recewve, the Poet wll slecp then no
more than at present, he will be ready to follow the steps of the Man of
science, not only 1n those general mdirect effects, but he will be at hus side,
carrying sensation in the midst of the objects of the science mself The
remotest discoveries of the Chenust, the Botarust, or Mineralogst, wall be
as proper objects of the Poet's art as any upon which 1t can be employed, if
the time should ever come when these things shall be familiar to us, and the
relations under which they are contemplated by the followers of these
respective sciences shall be manufestly and palpably matenal to us as en-
joying and suffering beings If the nme should ever come when what 1s
now called science, thus familiarised to men, shall be ready to put on, as 1t
were, a form of flesh and blood, the Poet will lend hus divine spinit to ad
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the transfiguration, and will welcome the Being thus produced, as 2 dear
and genwne mnmate of the household of man . . .

“Relationship and love”

This passionate statement carries us as far from Aristotle as from Sid-
ney. Anistotle, it 1s true, had spoken of the “peculiar pleasure” of each
kind of poetry, but he was far from raising pleasure to a moral prin-
ciple n the umiverse And though there is some relation between Sid-
ney’s nouon of “moving” and Wordsworth’s “carried alive into the
heart by passion,” there 18 nothing n common between Sidney’s view
that the poet creates an 1deal world so persuastvely that the reader
wishes to imitate 1t in lus own behavior and Wordsworth'’s description
of the poet as paymng “homage to the nauve and naked dignity of
man ” Nor 1s Wordsworth’s view of pleasure any more closely related
to Dryden’s view of the delight which poetry should give or to Dr
Johnson’s notion of pleasing For Wordsworth it is neither the edify-
ing nature of the poet’s world, nor the accuracy of his psychological
observations, nor the smoothness and agreeableness of his versificanon,
which gives pleasure it 15 his abilty to body forth i concrere and
sensuous terms those basic principles dlustrated ahike n the mind of
man and the workmngs of nature The poet “constders man and nature?
as essentially adapted to each other, and the mind of man as naturally
the murror of the farest and most interesung properttes of nature ”
Further, “Poetry 1s the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge, 1t s
the mmpassioned expression which 15 1 the countenance of all Sci-
ence” The poet “1s the rock of defenee for human nature, an up-
holder and preserver, carryng everywhere with him relattonship and
love ” “The Poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast
empire of human society he will follow wheresoever he can
find an atmosphere of sensation 1n which to move his wings ” He talks
of the poet “carrymg sensation mto the mudst of the objects of the
science nself 7 The poet relates men to each other and to the world
of external nature through an account of lustrauve situations sensu-
ously apprehended and concretely described, and m doing so both
demonstrates and mcreases the pleasure wiich lies at the heart of all

1 Nagure bemng used here, of course, not 1n Dryden’s or Pope's sense, to mean human

nature or commton sense, but in the modern sense of the non-human physical world
and of the universe as 2 whole
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acuvity, human and natural The poet can follow after the particular
discovenies of the scientst and relate them to the world of basic hu-
man and natural values in a spinit of “relationship and love ”

The modern reader may at tunes feel a certain impatience with
Wordsworth’s way of putting things What, he may ask, are those
“farrest and most interesting properties of nature” of which the mind
of man 15 a mirror® What 1s meant by saying that the poet 1s “the rock
of defence for human narure” and how does the poet “bind together
the vast empire of human society””? The answer to these questions can
be obtained by purting Wordsworth’s theories side by side with his
practice, by reading his preface in the light of his achievement i bus
best and most characteristic poerns The “fairest and most interestng
properties of nature” are nor the most beanniful and most picturesque
aspects of natural scenery, but those aspects of the physical world
which, when they react on the sensiive mind of the poet, produce,
cither immediately or, more profoundly, n subsequent recollection, an
awareness of some of the basic laws of the human mind, laws which
denive from the essential structure of the mmnd and personahty and
which are in turn part of the larger pattern of the structure of the
universe These sudden and passionate glmpses mnto human nature
begin with sensation, the sensation of one whose physical senses are
pecultarly alert, and proceed through involuntary recollection through
conscious medttatton and 1ntrospection to achieve the final and full
awareness which 1s recorded 1 the poem As for the poet bemng the
“rock of defence for human nature,” this would seem to mean that
the poet, m virtue of his achievemnent of this kind of awareness, re-
deems man from triviality and from selfishness by demonstrating the
importance of sympathy and the relation of the individual experience
to the sum of hfe And the poet “binds together the vast empre of
human society” by revealing the common psychological laws which
underlie all sensation and all sensittvity, and revealing it not by ab-
stract discussion but by showing through the persuasive concrete 1l-
lustration—which may be drawn from the expenence of a humble or
even half-witted person, a shepherd, a leech-gatherer, or an idiot boy
—the primary laws of human nature The poet thus reveals the re-
lationship of men both to each other and to the external world

For Wordsworth, “relatonship” 1s the keyword, rather than “gen-
eral” or “umwversal ” He 15 not concerned with Anstotehan proba-
bility, in either 1ts psychological or 1ts formal mterpreration, but with
correspondences and sympathies concretely and passionately illus-



96 The Philosophical Inquiry

trated. Further, passion for hum 15 not acquired by styhstic devices but
arises from the narure of the poet’s perception of his subject, and of
the subject uself, The essenuial quality of the poet’s utterance does not
depend on its being 1n verse rather than prose (he would agree with
Sidney there) and he 1s not convincing when he goes on to argue,
later m the essay, that by “superadding” meter he gives an additional
charm to poetry From his presentation of hus theory one mght imag-
ine that for the true poet expression takes care of wself If only the
poet has the night kind of perception, what he has to say will be
poetry. This 1s very different from Pope's “what oft was thought but
ne'er so well expressed” (or at least from the popular understanding
of that phrase) and, odd though 1t may seem at first sight, if anything
somewhat more closely akm to Johnson's posiion Wordsworth could
not have taken exception to anybody’s praising 2 poem, as Johnson
did Gray’s “Elegy,” because ‘it abounds with images which find a
mirrour i every mind, and with sentiments to which every bosom
returns an echo ™ It 1s true, he would have interpreted these phrases
differently, but he would have agreed that true poctry strikes an im-
mediate response in the reader—prownded, at least, that the reader had
had sufficient experience of true poetry to have had his perceptions
educated or redeemed from corruption

The poet “is a man speaking to man,” wrote Wordsworth in an
earhier part of the preface, and Dryden and Johnson would have im-
meduately agreed They would not have agreed, however, with
Wordsworth’s view of the relation of man to the narural world or
with his stress on the pnimary importance of that relationship and the
signuficance of the pleasure with which 1ts recognition was accom-
pamued. Wordsworth removes the mstryction from the “mstruction
and dehght” formula of many seventeenth and eighteenth century
critics, but saves humself from fallng into a simple hedonistic theory
by msisting on the moral dignury of pleasure and s umversal sigmfi-
cance i1 and nature He resolves the Platonic dilemma n a quite
new way{ Poetry 1s not an imitation of an mmitation, but a concrete
and sensuous lustration of both a fact and a relationship which pro-
vides pleasure and at the same time shows the untversal importance of
pleasure. It does not debase men by nourshing their passions, for pas-
sions are not debasing but a means of knowledge. Passion, sensatron,
and pleasure are, under the proper conditions, good and helpful
things, conducive to knowledge and to love It 15 an answer curiously
Platonuc i tone though so un-Platonic in 1ts assumptions.
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ORDSWORTH Wwas clear enough n expressing
hus view of what the poet did and why what he did was valuable, but
he was not clear on the question of how the poet’s aim affected his
way of wrniting and of how a poem, as an indivaidual work of lirerary
art, differs from other forms of expression The metnical element
poetry he tended to regard as an optional adornment, and as for the
question of poetic dicrion, his famous pronouncement there seemed
to boil down simply to asserting that since poetcy concerns itself with
grand elemental facts about man and nature, the poet should avoid
“transitory and accidental ornaments” and use simple and elemental
language. The old problem of the relation of form and content was
thus still unresolved. While not mamntaining, as Pope and Dr Johnson
would have, that g poem 1s the handling of a paraphraseable con-
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tent i skillful and pleasing versification, and insisting. on the unique-
ness of the poet’s kind of perception, he did not make clear how that
unique perceptron nevitably sought its uniquely appropriate form—
mdeed, he seemed to be content to regard the form as n greater or
less degree suitable rather than umquely approprate, For Sidney, 1t
will be recalled, poetry was the creation of an rdeal world, but that
ideal world had to be presented n a persuasive manner so that the
reader would be moved to wmitate 1t thus though Sidney made a
clear difference between form and content he assigned a definite role
to each Similarly, Dryden 1n51sted that the poet present#“a just and
lively image of human nature,” and if the justness was 2 mateer of
content or plot, the hiveliness could only be guaranteed by the proper
kind of style or form For Wordsworth the vitality of the poet’s per-
ception seemed to guarantee both its own justness and liveliness, and
the whole form-content problem 1s left in the air

Coleridge’s mqury mto the pecular
qualities of a poem

In attempting to remedy this defect n Wordsworth’s argument, Cole-
ndge put the philosophical inquiry mto the nature and value of
poetry on an entirely new footing

Unfortunately, Coleridge conducted his argument in an elaborate
and ambitiously concerved chain of reasoming which embraced all his
general philosophical principles and proceeded through a series of
what, to the mexpert reader, often appear the most casual digressions
He never summed up his view of the nature and value of poetry in a
brief and cogent essay, but wound mto his argument 1n a mapner
which, though bnihant and exciting to the careful and sympathenc
reader, 15 disconcerting to anybody who wants to get at his argument
quickly, or to expound and illustrate it briefly The nearest we can
get to a single short essay summung up his view of poetry 1s the famous
fourteenth chapter of his Biographia Literarsa (published in 1817)
and the succmcet and somewhat cryptic paragraph on the imagination
in chapter thirteen, but 1n both these discussions we miss a great deal
if we have not followed carefully the previous winding argument
With this warmung, therefore, we proceed to quote from the four-
teenth chapter of the Brographua-
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The office of philosophucal disquisstion consists 1n just distiction; while
1t 1s the pnviledge of the philosopher to preserve himself constantly aware,
that distinction 1s not division. In order to obtain adequate notions of any
truth, we must mtellectually separate 1es disungwshable parts, and this 1s
the techncal process of philosophy But having so done, we must then re-
store them 1n our conceptions to the uruty, in which they actually co-exist,
and this 15 the result of philosophy A poem contains the same elements as
& prose composition, the difference therefore must consist i 2 different
combination of them, in consequence of a different object being proposed.
According to the difference of the object will be the difference of the
combination It 15 possible, that the object may be merely to facilitate the
recollection of any given facts or observations by aruficial arrangement,
and the composition will be a2 poem, merely because 1t 1s distingmshed
from prose by metre, or by thyme, or by both conjointly In this, the low-
est sense, a man might attribute the name of a poem to the well-known
enumeranion of the days it the several months,

*“Tharty days hath Seprember,
Apnl, June, and November,” &c

and others of the same class and purpose And as a particular pleasure 15
found 1 antcipating the recurrence of sounds and quanuties, all composi-
tions that have this charm super-added, whatever be their contents, mazy be
entitled poems

So much for the superficial form A difference of object and contents
supphes an addwional ground of distinction The immediate purpose may
be the communication of truths, either of truth ahsolute and demonstrable,
as tn works of science, or of facts experienced and recorded, as in history
Pleasure, and that of the highest and most permanent kind, may result
from the attammment of the end, but it 1s not iself the immediate end In
other works the communicatton of pleasure may be the immedsate purpose,
and though truth, either moral or mrtellectual, ought to be the w/tnate
end, yet this will disungwish the character of the author, not the class to
which the work belongs Blest indeed 1s that state of seciety, in which the
immediate purpose would be baffied by the perversion of the proper ulu-
mate end

But the communication of pleasure may be the mmmediave object of a
work not metricaily composed, and that object may have been in a hugh
degree attained, as in novels and romances Would then the mere super-
addition of metre, with or without rhyme, entitle these to the name of
poems® The answer 15, that nothing can permanently please, which does
not contain 1 1self the reason why 1t 1s so, and not otherwise 1f metre
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be superaddéd all other parts must be made consonant with 1t They must
be such, as to ]usufy the perpernal and dmistinct attention to each part,
which an exact correspondent recurrence of accent and sound are caicu-
lated to excite The final defimtion, then, so deduced, may be thus worded
A poem 1s that species of composiion, which 15 opposed to works of
science, by proposing for its tmmediate object pleasure, not truth, and
from all other species (having this object m common with 1t} it 1s discrimm-
nated by proposing to itself such dehight from the whole, a5 1s compatible
with a distinct gratification from each component part

Controversy 1s not seldom excited in consequence of the disputants at-
tachmg each a different meaning to the same word, and m few instances
has this been more striking, than in disputes concerning the present sub-
ject If 2 man chooses to call every composition a poem, which 1s thyme,
or measure, ot both, I must leave hus opimion uncontroverted The distinc-
tion 15 at least competent to characterize the writer’s intention If 1t were
subjoined, that the whole 1s hkewise entertaining or affecting, as a tale, or
as a senies of interestng reflections, 1 of course admmt this as another fit
mgredient of a poem, and an additional meric But if the defimiton sought
for be that of a legstrmate poem, [ answer, 1t must be one, the parts of which
mutually support and explain each other, all in their proportion harmo-
nizing with, and supporting the purpose and known mfluences of metrical
arrangement The philosophic critics of all ages comcide with the ultimate
judgement of all countries, m equally denying the praises of a just poem,
on the one hand, to a senes of stnking Lines or distiches, each of which,
absorbing the whole attention of the reader to uself, disjoins 1t from 1ts
context, and makes 1t a separate whole, instead of an harmonzing part, and
on the other hand, to an unsustained composition, from whach the reader
collects rapidly the general result, unattracted by the component parts.
The reader should be carried forward, not merely or chiefly by the me-
chanical mpulse of curiosity, or by a restless desire to arrive at the final
solutton, but by the pleasurable acuvity of mind excited by the attractions
of the journey mself Like the motion of a serpent, which the Egyptians
made the emblem of intellectual power, or like the path of sound through
the air, at every step he pauses and half recedes, and from the retrogressive
movement collects the force which again carries huim onward *Praecipr-
tandus est ftber spirtus” [“the free spint must be hastened along™], says
Petrontus Arbiter most happily The epithet, liber, here balances the pre-

ceding verb; and 1t 15 not easy to conceive more meamng condensed 1n
fewer words.

What Colertdge 1s inquiring nto here are the differentiating quali-
ties of poctry and the raison d'étre of these differentiating qualities.
Philosophy begins by making just distunctions and ends by discovering
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how these distinguished charactenstics form 2 umity among them-
selves How does a poem differ from other ways of handling lan-
guage? ‘What 1s the point of its so differing® How are these pomnts of
difference jusufied by the function and nature (*object and con-
tents”) of a poem® This 15 what might be called the ontological ap-
proach let us look at this phenomenon and see what 1t 15 and then see
if we can account for what it 1s m terms of what it does Sidmey
talked about what poetry mght be made to do, Dryden of what it
should do, Wordsworth of what went on in the poet’smind but Cole-
nidge, using Anistotle’s method though not looking i quite the same
way at quite the same phenomena, restores philosophical responsibil-
ity to the esthetic inquiry

“A poem contains the same elements as a prose composition ” Both
use words The difference between a poem and a prose composition
cannot, then, he in the medum, for each employs the same medm,
words It must therefore “consist 1n a different combination of them, in
consequence of a different object being proposed ” A poem combines
words differently, because it 15 secking to do something differ-
ent Of course, all it may be seeking to do may be to facihitate mem-
ory You may take a piece of prose and cast 1t into rhymed and metri-
cal form 1 order to remember it better And rhyming tags of that
kind, with therr recurring “sounds and quantuties,” yield a particular
pleasure too, though not of a very high order If one wants to give the
name of poem to a composition of this kind, there 1s no reason why
one should not It 1s a question of semantics, as we would put 1t today.
But we should note that, though such rhyrming tags have the charm of
meter and rhyme, meter and rhyme have been “superadded” (Cole-
ridge 15 wronically using Wordsworth's term), they do not anse from
the nature of the content but have been 1mposed on 1t 1n order to
make 1t more easily memonzed

The “superficial form,” the externahues, provide however no pro-
found logical reasen for distinguishing berween different ways of
handhing language “A difference of object and contents supphes an
additional ground of distmcerion ” The philosopher will seek to differ-
entiate between two ways of handhing language by asking what each
seeks to achieve and how that aim determunes its pature The immedi-
ate purpose may be the communication of truth, or the communica-
tion of pleasure The communication of truth might in turn yreld a
deep pleasure (we may get a profound pleasure from reading a work
of science or history), but, Colenidge insists, one must distinguish be-

H
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tween the ultimate and the immediate end. Similarly, if the immediate
aim be the commumcation of pleasure, truth may nevertheless be the
ultimate end, and while 1n an :deal sociery nothing that was not truth
could yield pleasure, in society as 1t has always existed a licerary work
might communicate pleasure without having any concern with “cruth,
exther moral or mtellectual ” The proper kinds of distinction between
different kinds of writing can thus be most logically discussed m
terms of the difference in the mnmediate aim, or function, of each
The imroediate am of poetry 1s to give pleasure

Clearly this 1s not gomg far enough *“The communication of pleas-
ure may be the immedate object of a work nor metrically composed”
—n novels, for example. Do we make these mto poems sunply by
superadding meter with or without rhyme® To which Coleridge re-
phes by emphasizing a very important prnciple you cannot dertve
true and permanent pleasure out of any feature of a work which does
not arise naturally from the total nature of that work To “superadd”
meter 15 to previde merely a superficial decorative charm “Nothing
can permanently please, which does not contamn i itself the reason
why 1t 15 so, and not otherwise If meter be superadded, all other parts
must be made consonant with 1t ” Rhyme and meter mvolve “an exact
correspondent recurrence of accent and sound” which i turn “are
calculated to excite” a “perpetual and distinct atcention to each part”
A poem, therefore, must be an organic unity in the sense that, while
we note and appreciate each part, to which the regular recurrence of
accent and sound draw attention, our pleasure 1 the whole develops
camulatively out of such appreciation, which s at the same time pleas-
urable in uself and conducive to an awareness of the total pactern of
the complete poem.

Thus 2 poem differs from a work of scientific prose n having as its
mmediate object pleasure and not truth, and it differs from other
kinds of writmg which have pleasure and not truth as their immediate
object by the fact that in a poem the pleasure we take from the whole
work is compatible with and even led up to by the pleasure we take in
each component part. You can of you hike, Coleridge repeats, call any-
thing n rhyme or in meter or m both a poem, but a legitmmate poem 15
4 composition in which the rhyme and the meter bear an organic rela-
tion to the total work, in it “the parts mutually suppore and explan
each other, all in therr proportion harmonizing with, and supporting
the purpose and known mfluences of metrical arrangement.” A true
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poem is neither a strilung series of lines or verses, each complete m it-
self and bearing no necessary relation to the rest of the work, nor the
kind of loosely knit work where we gather the general gist from the
conclusion without having been led mto the umque reality of the
work by the component parts as they unfolded. The differenttating
quality of a poem 1s thus its special kind of form, and it 1s this whuch
provides both 1ts function and its justification What sort of a justifica-
tion 1s this?

“Poems” and “poetry”

Before we invesugate this question any further, we might mterrupt
the argument to note that, unlike Sidney and some of the other critics
we have been discussing, Coleridge 15 not here talking about imagina-
tive hiterature in general, but about poems Is Coleridge’s view of what
constitutes a poem then unrelated to any larger view of the nature of
magmative literature® Does Colendge’s contribution to cnitical the-
ory consist simply of the notion that 1n a “legitimate” poem the rela-
nion between the parts and the whole 15 so mntimate, so “organic,” that
a toral harmony of expression results, and form and content become
different aspects of the same thing? That, indeed, 1s what many mod-
ern critics have made of Coleridge’s position, as we shall see, but in
fact Colendge’s view was much more comprehensive than this The
clue to Coleridge’s general theory s to be found m a distinction he
proceeds to make mnmediately after huis defimtion of a legiumate
poem It 1s a distinction between “a poem” and “poetry.”

But 1f this should be admutted 4s a satisfactory character of a poem, we
have sall to seek for 2 definiuon of poerry The wnnngs of Praro, and
Bushop TavLogr, and the “Theona Sacra” of Buaner, furmish undeniable
proofs that poetry of the hughest kind may ewst without metre, and even
without the contra-disunguishing objects of a poem The first chapter of
Isatah (indeed 2 very large portion of the whole book) 1s poetry m the
most emphatic sense, yet it would be not less srrational than strange to as-
sert, that pleasure, and not truth, was the immediate object of the prophet.
In short, whatever specific import we attach to the word, poetry, there
will be found mvolved in it, as a necessary consequence, that & poem of any
length nesther can be, or ought to be, all poetry Yet of an harmonious
whole 1s to be produced, the remaining parts must be preserved s keepmg
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with the poetry, and this can be no otherwise effected than by such a
studied selection and artifical arrangement, as will partake of ome, though
not a pecubhar property of poetry And this again can be no other than the
property of exciting 4 more continuous and equal attention than the lan-
guage of prose aums at, whether colloquial or wntten

My own conclusions on the nature of poetry, i the strictest use of the
word, have been 1n part anticipated in the preceding disqusiion on the
fancy and mmagmation * What 1s poetry® 1s so nearly the same question
with, what 1s 2 poet® that the answer to the one 15 involved in the solution
of the other For 1t 1s a distinction resulting from the poetic genus itself,
which sustains end modifies the images, thoughts, and emotions of the
poet’s own mind.

The poet, described 1n sdeal perfection, brings the whole soul of man
into activity, with the subordination of 1ts faculues to each other, accord-
1ng to their relative worth and dignity He diffuses a2 tone and spirir of
umity, that blends, and (as i1t were) fuses, each nto each, by that synthenc
and magical power, to which we have exclusively appropnated the name
of imagmanon This power, first put in action by the will and understand-

g, and retamed under their irremissive, though gentle and unnoticed,
controul (laxss effertur habenss) reveals mself in the balance or reconci-
ation of opposite or discordant qualities of sameness, with difference, of
the general, with the concrete, the ides, with the image, the mdividual,
with the representative, the sense of novelty and freshness, with old and
famuliar objects, 2 more than usual state of emotion, with more than usual
order, judgement ever awake and steady self-possession, with enthustasm
and feching profound or vehement, and while 1t blends and harmonizes the
natural and the aruficial, snll subordinates art to nature, the manmer to the
matter, and our adrmiranion of the poet to our sympathy with the poetry
“Doubtless,” as Sir John Davies observes of the soul (and his words may

* The mvacivaTioN then, [ consider exther as primary, or secondary The primary
1MAGINATION 1 hold to be the hving Power and pnime Agent of all human Perception,
and s a repeton (n the fimte mmd of the eternal act of ceation 1n the nfinire
1 am The secondary Imagination 1 consider as an echo of the former, CO-EXISTNG
with the conscious will, yet sull as rdentical with the pnmary i the kmnd of us

ncy, and differing only in degree, and 10 the mode of s operanon 1t dissolves,

uses, dissipares, 1 oxder to re-create, or where this process 15 rendered impossible,'
yet sull at all events 1t struggles to idealize and to umify It is essenually veiad, even
a8 alll objects {45 objects) are essentially fixed and dead

Fancy, on the contrary, has no other counters to play with, but finnes and defi-
res 'the Fancy 15 mdeed no other than a mode of Memory emancipated from the
order of ume and space, while 1t 15 blended with, and modified by that empincal
phenomenon of the will, which we express by the word crorce But equally wich
the ordmary memory the Fancy must recerve all 1ty matenals ready made from the
law of associanon -?:agmpbw steraria, Chaprer XL
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with shght alternation be applied, and even more appropriately, to the
poetic IMAGINATION)

“Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns
Bedies to spirrt by sublimanion strange,

As fire converts to fire the things it burns,
As we our food 1nto our narure change

From their gross matter she abstracts thewr forms,
And draws a kind of quintessence from thangs,
Which to her proper nature she transforms,
To bear them light on her celestal wings

Thus does she, when from individual staxes
She doth abstract the umiversal kinds,

Whach then re-clothed 1 divers names and fates
Steal access through our senses to our munds ”

Finally, coop sENSE 15 the Bopy of poetic gemus, FANCY 1ts DRAPERY, MO-
TION 1ts LIFE, and IMAGINATION the soulL that 1s everywhere, and 1n each,
and forms all mto one graceful and intelbgent whole

Ths 1s not an easy argument to follow, and 1t has puzzled many
commentators Shawcross, mn his standard edition of the Biographa,
comments “It 1s doubtful whether the disinctnion [between ‘poem’
and ‘poetry’], as here drawn, makes for clearness, or indeed whether it
can be fairly drawn at all Coleridge gives no real justification of the
bold statement that ‘a poem of any length neither can be or ought to
be, all poetry,” and mnstead of reaching a clear defimition of poetry he
contents himself with a descriprion of the poer, which 1n s turn re-
solves into an enumeration of the charactensucs of the Imagination ”
But there 15 a logic m Coleridge’s development of the argument, and 1f
we can follow it, 1t becomes clear why a defimtion of poetry turns
mnto a description of the poet which in turn becomes a discussion of
Imagination Poetry for Coleridge 15 a wider caregory than that of
“poem”, that 1s, poetry 1s a kind of activity which can be engaged i
by painters or philosophers or scienusts and 1s not confined to those
who employ metrical language, or even to those who employ language
of any lind Poetry, m this larger sense, brings “the whole soul of
man” 1nto acuvity, with each faculty playmg its proper part accord-
ing to 1ts “relative worth and digmty.” This takes place whenever the
“secondary imagmation” comes mto operation We can only under-
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stand what poetry 1n this larger sense really s, if we appreciate the
way in which the human faculties are employed together m its pro-
duction, Thus Coleridge (hke Wordsworth i his method, though
differmg from him m premuses and conclusions) defines poetry
through an account of how the poet works the poet works through
the exercise of his Imagination Whenever the synthesizing, the inte-
gratng, powers of what Colendge calls the secondary imagination are
at work, bringing all aspects of a subject into a complex uniy, then
poetry in ths larger sense results Poetry in the narrower sense—that
1s, 2 poem—may well use the same elements as a work of poetry n the
larger sense (the first chapter of the book of Isaiah, for example) but
it duffers from the work of poetry n the larger sense by combining 1ts
elements in a different way, “in consequence of a different object be-
mg proposed ” That different object 1s the immediate communication
of pleasure But since a poem 15 also poetry, the communication of
pleasure may be its immediate object but 1s not 1s whole function A
poem 1s distngusshed from the other arts (which also have as ther
immediate object the communication of pleasure) by the fact thar s
medum 15 language, it 15 distinguished from works of literature that
are not poems “by proposing to uself such delight from the whole, as
15 compatible with a distinet graufication from each component
part ” But though a poem s to be distinguished from science, from the
non-literary arts, and from other kinds of hiterature, and its umquensess
can be seen only when we have made these disunctions, it s, ike
other kinds of poetry (in the larger sense), a product of the secondary
imagmation, of the “esemplastic power,” the unifying power which
enables all the faculties to be brought mto play sunultaneously, each
playmg 1ts proper part, to produce a complex synthesis of comprehen-
ston And that, of course, 15 a significant part of 1ts function

It might have been easier for the reader 1if Colertdge had first de-
fined Imagmation, then discussed the vanious kinds of activines which
can be undertaken by the “secondary imagmation,” whichwould n-
volve a discussion of “poetry” in the wider sense he grves the term,
and only then gone on to discuss a “poem,” which, however much 1t re-
quures to be distinguished from things that are not poems, must also
be seen as one kind of “poetry” 1n this larger sense The reasons why
he preferred a more circuitous method of approach are bound up with
his whole purpose m writing the Biographia Literarsa, and it would
take us too far afield to discuss them hereiSufﬁce it to note that for
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Colendge “poetry” 15 a wader category than “poem” and is to be ex-
plained 1n terms of the way the imagination funcuons

T'he magmation

Coleridge begins, then, with the mmagination, which i its primary
manifestation 15 the great ordering principle—or rather, an agency
wlhich enables us both to discrimimate 2nd to order, to separate and to
synthesize, and thus makes perception possible (for withour it we
should have only a collection of meaningless sense data) If the act of
creaton s concewved as being essentially and perpetually the bringing
of order out of chaos, destroying chaos by makmg its parts mtelhgible
by the assertion of the identity of the designer, as it were, then the
primary imagination s cssentally creanve and “a repetion mn the
finite hind of the eternal act of creation in the mfimte 1 am ™

The sccondary imagmation 15 the conscious human use of this
power When we employ our primary imagination in the very act of
perception we are not domg so with our conscious witl but are exer-
cising the basic faculty of our awareness of ourselves and the external
world, the secondary imagination 1s more conscious and less elemental,
burt it does not differ mn kind from the prumary It projects and creates
new harmonics of meaning The employment of the secondary imagi-
nation 1s, 1 the larger sense, a poetic activity, and we can see why
Coleridge 1s led from a discussion of a poem to a discussion of the
poet’s activity when we realize that for him the poet belongs to the
larger company of those who are distinguished by the activity of their
mmagination A poem s always the work of a poct, of a man employ-
g the secondary wmagmation and so achieving the harmony of mean-
ing, the reconcihation of opposites, and so on, which Colenidge so
stresses, but a poem 15 also a specific work of art produced by a special
handling of language The harmony and reconcihation resulting from
the specal kmd of creative awareness achieved by the exercise of the
tmagmanon cannot operate over an extended composition one could
not sustam that blending and balance, that reconcihation “of sameness,
with difference, of the general, with the concrete, the idea, with the
image, the individual, with the representative, the sense of novelty and
freshness, with old and famibar objects” and so on, for an indefinute
peniod In a long poem, therefore, which would not be all poetry, a
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style appropnate to poetry though not the peculiar property of po-
etry should be used throughout the style to choose should be one
which has “the property of exciting a more continuous and equal at-
tention than the language of prose aims at, whether colloqual or
written ” ‘Thus we come back to the defimtion of a “legitimate” poem
as a work “the parts of which mutually support and explain each
other, all 1n thewr proportion harmomizing with, and supporting the
purpose and known influences of metrical arrangement ” Rhyme and
meter are appropriate to a poem considered in the larger sense of
poetry, because they are means (though not the only means) of
achieving harmonizauon, reconciliation of opposites, and so forth,
which, as we have seen, are objects of poetry 1n its widest imaginative
meamng, bemg a means of achieving poetry, and also capable of being
used on their own, as it were, without necessarily producing or being
produced by poetry, they can appropriately be employed mn long
works both 1n the parts that are poetry and 1n the parts that are not
The immediate object of a poem 15 pleasure, not truth, the immed:-
ate object of poetry in the larger sense may be truth (as m the case of
the first chapter of Ismah) or it may be pleasure The crterion of a
poem gua poem 15 the degree to which it provides immediate pleasure
by “proposing to nself such dehght from the awhole, as 15 compatible
with a distinct granfication from each component part ” This special
kind of unity, whnch makes rhyme and meter no mere ornaments but
an essential part of the cumulative achievement, 15 both pleasing and
valuable But the pleasure lies n the poem’s special qualines as a poem
whle its value derives from its quahities as poetry Ideally, the good
poet always achieves the special kind of pleasure to be derived from
a poem by using language n the appropriate way, and that use of
language, m producing a work which pleases by proposing to itself
such dehght from the whole as 1s compauble with a distinct gratifica-
tion from each component part, 1s also the means of diffusing “a tone
and spirit of unity, that blends, and (as 1t were) fuses, each into each,
by that synthetic and magical power, to which we have exclusively»
appropriated the name of mmagmation ” Ideally, that 15 to say, the
quahties which make a poem a “legitimate” poem at the same time re-
sult from and illustrate the working of the imagnation And the
working of the imagination, which is the achievement of poetry, at its
hest and most 1deal organizes into 2 harmony and employs simul-
taneously all the faculties cogether “The poet, described in ideal per-
fection, brings the whole soul of man nto activay, with the subordi-
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nation of its faculties to each other, according to their relative worth
and dignity ” The ideal poet 1n producing a poem is also using his
imagmation and producing poetry of the highest kind The value of a
poem, then, must denive partly from its quahities as poetry (so that its
value would be that 1t achieves and communicates that great imagina-
tive synthesss which 1s both valuable mn itself and a special kind of
awareness or msight)

Unity and form

The notion of organic umty is common to Coleridge’s view of poetry
mn the larger sense and of a poem as a special handling of language
“Nothing can permanently please, which does not contain 1n itself
the reason why it is 50, and not otherwise,” he remarked 1n discussing
the place of rhyme and meter 1n a poem Nothing that is “super-
added,” merely stuck on for ornament or decoration, can really
please in 2 poem every one of wts characteristics must grow out of its
whole nature and be an integral part of 1t (It 15 true that m a lon
poem, which for Coleridge “neither can be, or ought to be, all poetry”
a “harmomous whole” 1s produced by keeping the non-poetic parts in
the same general style and tone as the rest and thus 1t can hardly be
said that all the charactensucs of the whole poem develop organically
from uts essenual nature ) Fhas s refated to Colendge’s disunction be-
tween imagination and fancy The former 15 more fitted to achieve
true unity of expression “it dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, m order to
re-create It 15 essenuially wizal ” But fancy “has no other
counters to play with but fixines and defimites” Fancy constructs
surface decorations out of new combmarions of memones and percep-
tions, while the imagmnation “generates and produces a form of its
own " The operation of the imagination can be compared to orgamc
or biological growth and the forms it produces are orgamic forms,
developing under 1ts “shaping and modifying power” wihich 1s con-
trasted with “the aggregatve and associative power” of the fancy.
The imagination enables the poet to achieve design which is described
not i mechamsuc but in biological rerms, not a fitung rogether of a
number of separable parts but a flowering forth of central umty
These hiological metaphors are used by Colendge when discussing
the nature and funcuon of the magination rather than 1 describmg
the structure of a poem, and thus belong more properly to his defim-



110 The Philosophical Inqury

tion of “poetry” than to that of “a poem ” They help him to describe
that unifying and harmonizing activity which 15 the essence of the
poetic process 1n the larger sense Bur 1t is not difficult o see a con-
nection between this and his definition of a “legiumate” poem His ob-
jection to mere ‘“‘superadding,” his msistence that nothing whuch
does not contain 1n uself the reason why it 15 so and not otherwise,
which form part of his definition of a “legiimate” poem, are, on a
lower level, the same thing as his emphasis on the imagination as “es-
senually vital,” as a faculty which “generates and produces a form of
its own” and whose rules “are themselves the very powers of growth
and production " The general actvity of the imagination which he
calls poetry, and the particular structure of words which he calls a
poem, are related not only in that the lawwer (if successful) is a spectal
case of the former, but also 1 that the kind of pleasure produced by
a poem denives from an ordenng of language comparable to that
larger ordering and harmonizmng of “opposite or discordant qualities™
whuch 1s the great function of the secondary magmartion

We remarked earhier thar for Colenidge the differentiating quabity
of a poem 1s its special kind of form, and it 1s this which provides both
its function and 1ts justfication, and we asked “What sort of a justifi-
cation is this®” To answer that question we had to follow Coleridge
mto his difficult discussion of the difference between poetry and a
poem, which mn turn led us to his view of the narure and function of
the smagination The question has, we hope, been answered i the
process of this further discussion To see all that a poem 15, on
Coleridge’s view, one must take into account both the special char-
acterstics of a poem and the general nature of poetic activiey The
latter (which embraces more than the writing of poems) ts bound
up with the imagimation, and on the creatve, umfying, and regencra-
tive powers of the imagmanion the case must finally rest Form may
yield pleasure and pleasure may i atself be valuable, but true orgamuc
form 15 an achievement of the :magination and as such (at least
ideally) “brings the whole soul of man into activity ™ Tt 15 1n the last
analysis through his new definition of the imagmation that Colenidge 1s
able to escape completely from Plato’s dilemma
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HELLEY'S Defence of Poetry, wntten in 1821 and
published 1n 1840, was originally conceived as the defense of the value
of poetry agamst the arguments brought forward by Thomas Love
Peacock 1 The Four Ages of Poetry that poetry had outhved s
usefulness and 1n an age of knowledge, reason, and erilightenment ap-
pealed only to obscurantism and superstiion. But as the work de-
veloped the polemic element disappeared and fthe essay emerged as a
large theoreucal statement of the nature and vali€ of poetry modeled
1n general style on Sidney's Defence though lacking the simple didac-
ticism 50 1mportant to Sidney’s position @helleys argument 15 con-
ducted m terms of passionate abstractionsy and m this respect 1s
remimscent of some of the great renaissance crincal documents{Jt 1s 1n
a sense an anachronism, for, though Shelley follows Coleridge in huis
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stress on the function of the magination, he 15 not developing
Coleridge’s position but re-interprenng it in the hght of his own
Platonic 1dealism Shelley’s interest as a cnitic, indeed, hes largely m
hus use of Plaronuc 1deas to escape from the Platonic dilemma, and he
does this by recognizing that the poet, through his use of the imagma-
tion, comes directly into contact with the world of Platone 1deas, and
so with true reahity, nstead of simply imitatung the reflections of those
ideas, as Plato himself clalmed.)

Poetry and the Platomic 1dea

Such a view of the function of the imagmnation inevitably involved
the defense of poetry m the defense of something larger than poetry,
just as Coleridge m discussing a poem 15 led to consider the wider
imaginative activity of which a poem 1s a special cas€’ For Shelley any
exercise of the imagmation which brought one mto contact with the
Platomic 1dea underlymng the ordinary phenomena of experence
was, in the larger sense, poetry

@oetry, in a genera] sense, may be defined to be “the exprgssion of the
imagmation”, and poetry 15 connate with the origin of man'} In the
youth of the world, men dance and sing and imrate natural objects, ob-
serving In these actions, as n all others, a certan rhythm or order And,
although all men observe a sipular, they observe not the same order, m the
motions of the dance, 1 the melody of the song, in the combinations of the
language, 1n the series of their inutations of natural objects For there 15 2
certain order or rhythm belonging to each of these classes of mimenc
representatton, from which the hearer and she spectaror receive an intenser
and purer pleasure than from any other the sense f an approximation to
this order has been called taste by modemn witery, Every man mn the in-
fancy of art ohserves an order which approximares more or less closely to
that from which this ghest delight resulté but the diversity 15 not suffi-
ctently marked, as that 1ts gradations should be sensible, except in those in-
stances where the predomunance of this faculty of approximation to the
beaunful (for so we may be permutted to namg the relation berween this
highest pleasure and its cause} 15 very great'géose in whom 1t_exists m
excess are poets, 1 the most umversal sense of the “_rord}nd the pleasure
resulting fiom the manner in which they express the influence of society
of nature upon their own minds, communicates itself to others, and gathers
a sort of reduplication from that community.¢Their language 15 vitally
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_metaphorical) that 15, it marks the before unapprehended relations of things
and perpetudtes their apprehension, unul the words which represent them
become, through time, signs for portions or classes of thoughts instead of
pictures of integral thought$, and then if no new poets should anse to
create afresh the associations which have been thus disorganized, language
will be dead to all the nobler purposes of human intercourse These sl
tudes or relations are finely said by Lord Bacon to be ‘the same footsteps
of mature impressed upon the various subjects of the world’,* and he con-
siders the faculty which percerves them as the storehouse of axioms com-
mon to all knowledgef In the nfancy of society every author 15 necessanly
a poet, because languagre iself 15 pogtry, and to be a poet 15 to apprehend
the true and the beaunful, in a word)the good which exists in the relation,
subsistng, first between exstence and perception, and secondly between
perception and expression{ Every origmal language near to s source 15 n
iself the chaos of 2 cyclic foem)the copiousness of lexicography and the,
distinctions of grammar are the works of 2 later age, and are merely the
catalogue and the form of the creations of poetry

But poets, or those who imagtne and express this indestrucnble order,
are not only the authors of language and of mustc, of the dance, and archi-
tecture, and statuary, and painting, they are the msucutors of laws, and the
founders of civil society, and the inventors of the arts of Iife, and the
teachers, who draw into a certain propinguity with the beautiful and the
true, that partial apprehefision of the agencies of the invisible world which
1s called rehigron Hence al) origmal religions are allegorical, or suscgpuble
of allegory, and, like Janus, have a double face of false and true (Poets,
according to the circumstances of the age and nanon 1w which they ap-
peared, were called, in the earher epochs of the world, legislators, or.
prophets a poet essentially compnses and umtes both these charagters,
For he not only beholds intensely the present as it 15, and discovers those
laws according to which present things ought to be ordered, but he beholds
the future 1n the present, and his thoughts are the germs of the flower and
the frur of latest ume Not that [ assert poets to be prophets i the gross
sense of the word, or that they can foretell the form as surely as they fore-
know the spint of events such 1s the prerence of superstnon, which
would make poetry an attrtbute of prophecy, rather than prophecy an
attribute of poetry A poet participates in the eternal, the infinite, and the
one, as far as related to his conceptions, time and place and number are
fi6t The grammatical forms which express the moods of time, and the
difference of persons, and the disunction of place, are converuble with
respect to the highest poetry without injuring 1t as poetry, and the
choruses of Aeschylus, and the book of Job, and Dante’s Paradise, would
afford, more than any other writungs, examples of thus fact, if the houts

1Dz Augment Scient., ¢apa, hban.
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of this essay did not forbid citanon The creations of sculpture, panting,
and music, are illustrations sall more decisive

Language and the magination

'Priminive language 15 poetic because 1t 15 used freshly by those who,
“through language, are discovering for themselves the nature of reality
Only when language has become worn and the “vital metaphors” of
which 1t 15 composed have become dead metaphors, does 1t become
“dead to all the nobler purposes of human mtercourse ™ A corres-
pondence with the 1deal order of things, which 15 what we mean by
beauty, 18 achieved by “a certain order or rhythm belonging ‘to each
of these classes of mumetic representation” (in dance, music, and
poetry proper) and recognition of that achievement, or of an ap-
proach to it, 15 called taste} The achievement of a correspondence to
the 1deal order of things ¢an be effected through any one of the arts
or through lawmakers, politicians, and founders of religions For there
15 an 1deal Jegal order, an 1deal social order, and an ideal moral order,
as well as that more general 1deal of order which we call beauty And
the legal, social, and moral orders are themselves bound up with
beauty and part of it, so that “the insututors of laws, and the founders
of civil society, and the inventors of the wres of ife, and the teachers,
who draw into a certain propinguity with the beautiful and the true”
can all be called poets.

Language, colour, form, and religious and cival habits of action, are all
the mstruments and materials of poetry, they may be called poetry by that
figure of speech which considers the effect as 1 synonyme of the cause
But poetry in a more restricted sense expresses those arrangements of
language, and especially metrical language, which are created by that im-
penal faculty, whose throne 15 curtamed within the mvisible nature of
man And this springs from the nature wself of language, which 1s a more
direct representation of the actions and passions of our mternal being, and
15 suscepuble of more various and dehicate combinations, than colour, form,
or mouion, and 15 more plastic and obedient to the control of that faculty
of which it 15 the creation For language 15 arbitranily produced by the
imagmauon, and has relanion to thoughts alone, but all other materals,
instruments, and conditions of art, have relations among each other, which
limit and interpose between conception and expression, The former 15 as
a mirror which reflects, the latter as a cloud which enfeebles, the ight of
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whuch both are mediums of communication Hence the fame of sculptors,
panters, and musicians, although the intninsic powers of the great masters
of these arts may yield in no degree to that of those who have employed
language as the hieroglyphic of their thoughts, has never equalled that of
poets 1n the restricted sense of the term, as two performers of equal skill
will produce unequal effects from a guitar and a harp The fame of legisla-
tors and founders of religions, so long as their instututions last, alone seems
to exceed that of poets in the restricted sense, but 1t can scarcely be a
question, whether, 1f we deduct the celebrity which their flattery of the
gross opinions of the vulgar usually conciliates, together with that which
belonged to them in their lugher character of poets, any excess will remain

@anguage 1s the most effective servant of the maginationdbecause
the 1magination itself produces 1t for 1ts own needs, whie the meda
of the other arts exist in the external word independently of the arnst
and their position 1n the external world hrpirs their effectiveness as
means of expressmg an mmagmanve vision } That gives the poet :
superionty to other amst? ncluding legislators and founders of re-
hgions {This 1s hardly a fair argument of Shelley’s Language 1s alsc
used, 1n the give and take of dailly conversation, for non-unagmatve
purposes, and even 1if, as Shelley claims, language onginally arose a
an mstrument of the magination, Shelley also admitted earlier that »
soon lost that metaphorical hiveliness

If language 15 the ideal medum i which the wmagmnation seek:
expression, one must make a further distinction between metrical anc
unmetrical language

We have thus circumscribed the word poetry within the limits of tha
art which is the most famihar and the most perfect expression of th
faculty self [It 15 necessary, however, to make‘the circle sull narrower
and to determune the[disunction between measured and vnmeasure
language, for the popular division mnto prose and verse 15 inadmissable 1
acenrate philosophy |

Sounds as well as thoughts have relation both between each other am
towards that which they represent, and a perception of the order of thos
relations has always been found connected with 2 perception of the orde
of the relations of thoughts Hence the language of poets has ever affecte:
a certamn uniform and harmonious récurrence of sc sound, without which 1
were not poetry, and which 15 scarcely less indispensable to the communi
cation of 165 iffhience, than the words themselves, without reference to tha
peculiar order Hence the varuty of translation, it were as wise to cast
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colour and odour, ag seek to transfuse from one language into another the
creations of a poet{The plant must spring again from us sged, or it wall
bear no flower—and this 18 the burthen of the curse of Babe9 Yl

:rmony of utterance, achieved by the proper choice of words and
the relation of sound to sense among the words, 15 part of the way in
which the magmation achieves a correspondence with the 1deal
order, and thus translation from one language into another, which
means loss of this uruque relation, 15 well-mgh impossible One might
fiote also 1n Shelley’s urging of this position that he uses 2 botanical
metaphor 1n a very Colendgean manner Sound and sense come to-
gether as an organic whole} as the seed grows mto a flower, and they
cannot be put together meé hanically

Poetry, barmony, and truth

Shelley coatinues

An observanion of the regular mode of the recurrence of harmeny n
the language of poetical minds, together with 1ts relation to music, pro-
duced metre, or a certan system of tradional forms of harmony and
language. Yet 1t1s by no means essential that a poct should accommodate tus
language to this traditional form, so that [so long as] the harmony, which
is 1ts spint, be observed The practice 1s indeed convenient and popular,
and to be preferred, especially in such composition as includes much
action but every great poet must inevitably innovate upon the example of
hus predecessors mn the exact structure of s peculiar versification The
distinction between poets and prose writers 1s a vulgar error The disinc-
tion between philosophers and poets has bgen anticipated Plato was es-
sentuaily 2 poet—the truth and splendour of his rmagery, and the melody
of his language, #ire the most intense that it 15 possible to concéive He
réjécted the measure of the epic, dramatic, and lyrical forms, because he
sought to kindle 2 harmony in thoughts divested of shape and action, and
he forbore to mnvent any regular plan of rhythm which would include,
under determinate forms, the vaned pauses of hus style, Circere sought to
imtate the cadence of his periods, but with httle success Lord Bacon was
a poet.? His language has 2 sweet and majestic rhythm, which satifies the
sense, no less than the almost superhuman wisdom of his philosophy setis-
fies the invellece, 1t 1s g stremn which distends, and then bursts the circumn-
ference of the reader’s mind, and pours itself forth together with it mto

2 8ee the Filum Labyrinthi, and the Easay on Desth pardicularly.
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the universal element with which 1t has perpetual sympathy All the
authors of revolutions in opinion are not only necessarily poets as they are
mventors, nor even as their words unveil the permanent analogy of things
by nages which participate in the hife of truth, but as thewr penods are
harmomous and rhythmical, and contain in themselves the elements of
verse, being the echo of the eternal music Nor are those supreme poets,
who have employed tradinonal forms of rhythm on account of the form
and action of their subjects, less capable of perceving and teaching the
truth of things, than those who have omitted that form Shakespeare,
Dante, and Milton (to confine ourselves to modern wrnters) are philoso-
phers of the very lofuest power
é poem is the very image of hfe expressed in 1ts eternal truth YThere 15
thi§ difference berween 2 story and a poemn, that a story is 2 catalogue of
derached facts, which have no other connexton than ume, place, circum-
stance, cause and effect, the other 15 the creation of actions according to
the unchangeable forms of human nature, as exisung i the muind of the
Creator)vluch 15 1self the image of all other minds The one 1s partial, and
apples only to a defimte period of tume, and a certan combination of
evenrs which can never agam recur, the other 1s universal, and contuns
within 1tse)f the germ of a relation to whatever motives or actions have
place i the possible vanietes of human nature Time, which destroys the
beauty and the use of the story of particular facts, stnpped of the postry
which should mnvest them, augments thar of poetry, and for ever
develops new and wonderful applications of the eternal rruth which n
contans Hence cpitomes have been called the moths of just history, they
eat out the puoetry of « A story of particlar facts 1s a5 a murror whick
obscures and distores that which should be heautful poetry 15 a mure
which makes beautful that which s distorted

The second ofjthe two "aragraphs ,ust‘quoted shows an interesting
combination of a purely Platomce positions (“A poem 15 the very image
of hfe expressed in its eternal truth”{means that a poem reflects anc
embodies the Platonic 1dea of things) with Anstotle’s view that poetry
1s more plulosoplucal than history because it presents the probable and
the umversal rather than the posmible and the particular, But Shelley’s
position 1s basically no more Anstotehan than Sidney’s) He goes on
to argue that “the parts of a composiion may be poetical, without
the composition s a wholé being a poem A single sentence may be
considered as a whole, though it may be found m the midst of a series
of unassimulated portions,_a single word even may be a spark of

inextinguishable thou ht.i If foet_:_'z is the revelation of the Plaromic

idea, then it is possible to Rold this position, though we may wonder
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what becomes of the harmony and order, which for Shelley is so
essentjal a part of ideal truth, 1 a poencal utterance of only one
word, JShelley’s position here 15 equally far from Anstotle and from
Colendge, for Coleridge’s distinction berween a poem and poetry and
his assertion that “a poem of any length nesther can be, nor ought to
be all poetry”)means that the great harmonzing powers of the imagi-
nation cannot be sustained indefinitely, not that they can mamfest
themselves 1n a single word or phrase (One remembers Colendge’s
objection to “a series of striking lnes or distiches, each of which, ab-
sorbing the whole attention of the reader to stself, becomes disjoined

from 1ts context, and forms a separate whole, instead of 2 harmonzing
P art.” )

Poetry and pleasure

@eﬂcy, however, agrees with both Wordsworth and Coleridge on the
mmportance of pleasure to poetry ‘“Poetry is ever accompamed with
pleasure gall spirts on which 1t falls open _tfemselvcs to recewve the

wisdom which is mngled with its delight "{He does not, as Words-
worth did, go mnto derail about the source of this pleasure or examine
how and why 1t 15 bound up with poetry * Shelley’s whole method n
this essay 1s sketchy and suggesuve he hurries with rapid eloquence

ne point to another, throwing out passionate analogies and
soanng generalizations, and someumes one has to reconstruct his
meaning from a knowledge of his views raken from his other works
Having made his point about pleasure, for instance, he hastens on to
explain that a poet is rarely appreciated in his own hfetime “A poet

is a nughtingale, who sits 1n darkness and sings ro cheer 1ts own solirude
with sweet sounds)hxs auditors are as men entranced by the melody

8 But he gives us g short paragraph on pleasure later in the essay "It i difficule to
define pleasure wmn its highest sense, the definition involving 2 number of apparent
paradoxes For, from an mexplicable defect of harmony n the consntution of human
nature, the pan of the mfenor 15 frequently connected with the pleasures of the
supenior pornons of our being Sorrow, terror, angush, despar uself, are often the
chosen expressions of an approxmation to the hlihesc good Our sympathy in tragic
ficnon depends on this pnncEF::; dy delights by affording a shadow of the
pleasure which exists in pan 15 the source also of the melancholy which 18 in-
separable from the sweetest melody ‘The ;il:asure that 15 1 sorrow 15 sweeter than
the pleasure of pleasure iself And hence the saying, ‘It 15 berter to go to the house
of mourmng, than to the house of murth’ Not that this highest species of pleasure
1 necessanly hinked with pam The delight of love and friendship, the ecstasy of the
admiration of nature, the joy of the percepuon and sull more of the creanon of
pastry, 15 often wholly unalloyed "
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of an unseen musician, who fgel that they are moved and softened, yet

know not whence or why’ @l 18 then led to 2 discussion of Flomer’s
relation to his contemporaries ggmfwﬁﬁn_expcctedly, proceeds
“fo take Stdney’s position that Homer’s characters embody 1deals of
human virtue to be mmmated by his hearers and readers “Homer
embodied the 1deal perfection of hus age 1 human character, nor can
we doubt that those WHo Tead his verses were awakened to an ambi-
tion of becoming like Achilles, Hector, and Ulysses the truth and
beauty of friendship, patriotism, and persevering devotion to an ob-
ject, were unveiled to the depths in these immortal creanons the sen-
uments of the auditors must have been refined and enlarged by a
sympathy with such great and lovely impersonations, unul from ad-
mirmg they imitated, and from imitavton they identified themselves
with the objects of thewr admiration’ )

Possibilsties and limtations of Shelley’s view

ues of the characters described in poetry 1s some mndication of the
difficulty he finds 1n applymg concretely hss Platonic view of
as the embodiment of the Platonic idea He assumes that the Platome
ideas are all 1deas of virtues)so that he 15 denied even Sidney’s defense
of comedy as a holding up to scorn of human foibles so that people
will not imitate th& and he 15 equally deprived of a satsfactory
1If

@at Shelley 1s led to this Sidneyan view that the reader imitates the

theory of tragedy (If his view of the imagination represents a more
profound position than Sidney’s nave didacticism, he vertheless
helpless whep he comes to apply 1t 1n particular instances @t 15 all very
well for hu:}o describe Greek drama, in a later passagé,as the em-
ployment of “language, action, music, panting, the dance, and re-
hgrous imstitutions, to produce a common effect m the gepresentation
of the highest 1dealisms of passion and of power” andét:ntalk of the
comuc relief in Kmg Lear as “umiversal, 1deal, and sublime,” but we
want to know about the place of evil and suffermg i tragedy We
want to know more zbout how the mnagination mn fact operates and
how what 1t produces s related to the world of ideal order

en he discusses the nmmagination as in itself an instrumed€ of moral
good, Shelley s sketching a theory which would emancipate himself
from the smpler didacticism of hus remark aboor Homer. His
ment here 1s interesting, and rght have been déveloped further.
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The whole objection of the immorality of poetry rests upon a
misconception of the manner 1n which poetry acts to produce the moral
mmprovement of man Ethical science arranges the elements which poetry
has created, and propounds schemes and proposes examples of civil and
domestic life nor 1s 1t for want of adrurable doctrines that men hate, and
despise, and censure, and deceive, and_subjugate one another B“(BP“@
acts 1 another and diviner manner, léwakens and enlarges the min ’1tself
by rendenng it the recepracle of 2 thousand unapprehended combinations
of thought} Poetry lifts the veil from the hidden besuty of the world, and
makes faniihar objects be as 1if they were not famihiar, 1t reproduces all that
1t represents, and the impersonations clothed in 1ts Elysian Light stand
thenceforward in the minds of those who have once contemplated them as
memorials of that gentle and exalted content which extends stself over all
thoughts and actions with which 1t coexists The grear secret of morals 15
love, or a going out of our own nature, and an 1dentification of ourselves
with the beantiful which exists in thought, action, or person, not our own
A man to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and comprehensively,
he must put himself i the place of another and of mmanvs others, the pans
and pleasures of his species must become his own {Thg great instrument of
moral good is the imagmnation, and poetry administers to the effect by act-
g upon the cause Poetry enlarges the circumference of the imagmation by
replemishing it with thoughts of ever new delight, which have the power
of attracung and assimulating to their own narure all other thoughts, and
which form new intervals and mnterstices whose voud for ever craves fresh
food JPoetry strengthens the faculty which ts the organ of the moral nature
of man, 1n the same manner as exercise strengthens a imb A poet therefore
would do 1ll to embady his own conceptions of night and wrong, which
are usualiy those of his place and nme, i his poetical creatons, which
partrcipate in neither By this assumpuion of the mfenor office of interpret-
ing the effect, in which perhaps after al| he mught acquit humself byt 1m-
perfectly, he would resign a glory m a particspation in the cause (There
was little danger that Homer, or any of the eternal poets, should have so far
misunderstood themselves 2s to have abdicated this throne of their widest
dommnion. Those n whom the poetical faculty, though great, 1s less -
tense, as Euripides, Lucan, Tasso, Spenser, have frequently affected a
moral aim, and the effect of theiwr poetry 15 dimmished in exact proportion
to the degree in which they compel us to advert to this purposc3

R
Vi
Imagination, sympathy, and morahty

@ue remark that 1t 1s not “for want of admirable doctrines that men
hate, and despise, and censure, and deceive, and subjugate one
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another” reminds one of Sidney’s arguments agamst the moral philos-
ophers, who state ethical theortes coldly and abstragtly while the
poet gives a passionate concrete embodiment of ‘themBut here Shelley
develops a subtler posifion than Sidnéy’s The poet for lum does not
provide 2 “speaking picture” of moralty, instead, he makes for moral
good by strengthening the imagination Sheﬂey’?Wcon—
ducted through two syllogisms Sympathy 15 an mstrument of moral
good, imagination conduc s to sympathy therefore imggmation is an
mstroment of moral goud en he tées this conclusionjas the major

premuse of his second syllogism, thus{ Imagination 1s the mstrument of |
moral good, poetry strengghens the migmation therefore poetry 1s an[
mstrument of moral goo§ d) Poetry has moral effect by strcngthcnmg
the imagmation, which “s the organ of the moral nature of man”

becausg gt develops sympathy which 1s the great mstrument of mor-
ality )Em if developedgmight well have led to a theory of Em-
fublung, of poetry as producing a reading of oneself o a siruation,
which 1s full of possﬂalhtlcs?\s it 15, 1t emancipates hum from the more
nawve didactucism m which he seems to have got himself enrangled
earherf Poetry does not teach directly, by providing concrete ex-
amples of good bchawor\“A poet would do il to embody his
own conceptions of right and wrong Those in whom the poett-
cal faculty, though great, 15 less mtensc, as Eunipides, Lucan, Tasso,
Spenser, have frequently affected a moral aim, and the effect of their
poetry 1s diminished 1n exact proportio, to the degree n which they
compel us to advert to this purpose ” éh:s 15 a strong statement, and
the position 1t mamzains 15 very far from Stdn s 2

But Shelley leaves this point undeveloped ynd returns to more un-
certan ground

The drama at Athens, or wheresoever else 1t may have approached to its
perfection, ever co-existed with the moral and intellectual greaeness of the
age The tragedies of the Athenian poets are as murrors m which the specta-
tor beholds himself, under a thin disgwse of circumstance, stript of all but
that 1deal perfection and energy whuch every one feels to be the internal
type of all that he loves, admures, and would become

And then for 2 moment he returns to his pont abdue the imagina-
tion as strengthening sympathy, to repeat what he had\said earher
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The _smagmation 15 enlarged by a sympathy with pains and passions so
mlghty, that they distend in their conception the capacity of that by which
they are concetved, the good affections are strengthened by pity, indigna-
tion, terror and sorrow, and an exalted calm 1s prolonged from the sanety
of this hugh exercme of them mgto the tumult of famibiar hfe.

9, & ¢ Hew it 26

This isfan mterestmg twist to an Arstotelian notton Instead of
tragedy g the emotions through picy and fear, it strengthens the,
good affections by pity, mdignation, terror, and sorrow. Shelley pro-
ceeds to account for the place of evil in t.ragedy)

Even cnme 1s disarmed of half 1ts horror and all its contagion by bemg
represented as the fatal consequence of the unfathomable agencies of
nature, error 1s thus divested of its wilfulness, men can no lenger chensh
it as the creation of their chotcef In a drama of the highest order there 15
little food for censure or hatred, 1€ teaches rather seif-knowledge and self-
respect INesther the eye nor the mund can see 1tself, unless reflected upon
that ch 1t resembles The drama, so long as It CONLINUES tO EXpress
poetry, is as a prismatic and many-sided mirror, which collects the bright-
est rays of human nature and divades and reproduces them from the sim-
plicity of these elementary forms, and touches them with majesty and
beauty, and multiphies all that it reflects, and endows 1t with the power of
propagating 1ts like wherever 1t may fall

The rush of ideas here 1s rather bewalderng {Crime 1n drama loses
its horror because 1t 1s shown as being “the fatal consequence of the
unfathomable agencies of nature” One might question whether this
1s true of any other play than Oedipus Rex, but even if 1t 15, one won-
ders how 1t 15 relared to the notion he had expressed so-gloquently
earher that poetry expresses the indestructible 1deal order) Crime 1s
tolerable 1 drama because 1t 1s shown as resulting from g mysterious
fatabsm but what, we may ask, 1s the advantage of thatﬁmlley then
rushes on to 2 quite new pomt drama teaches self-knowlddge and self-
respect This 15 2 new justification for poetry, which mughe Yvell have
been developed iihe final sentence of this paragrap seehs to be a
hasty attempt to combine his Platonic theory of poetry as imitating
the divine 1dea with the notion of poetry as refraction through ¢
“prismatic and many-sided mirror” of the elemental forms of life
The process of refraction adds “majesty and beauty” to the ongmnal
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white light, which 15 an interesting reversal of the position he mamn-
tans i1 “Adonas”

Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass,
Stawns the white radiance of Erernity

Poetry and social moralty

élelley then proceeds to show)to his own satisfaction, (gat drama
eclines as the morabity of socrallife declines—that 15, to make a sunple
equation of social morality with hterary effectiveness) He chooses
drama to illustrate his meE_because@}Bdrama bemg that form under
which a greater number of modes of expression of poetry are sus-
ceptible of being combined than any other,%e connexion of poetry
and social 1s more observable in the drama than in_whatever
mg’?ﬁis pomt that “it 15 ndisputable that the highest per-
TFection of hufan society has ever corresponded with the highest
dramatic excellence” 15 a dubious gpe, jg,d his development of 1t one

of the most stramed parts of the essay JBut he concludes this discus-
sion with an interesting echo of Plato’sdon

Bur corruption must utterly have destroyed the fabrc of human society
before poctry can ever cease The sacred hinks of that chain have never
been entirely disjoined, which descending through the minds of many
men 15 attached to those great minds, whence as from a magnet the in-
visible effluence 1s forth, which at once connects, animates, and sus-
tains the bife of all{ft is the faculty which contains within uself the seeds|
at once of 1ts own and of social renovaton

He concludes this paragraph with a comprehensive view of all
works of lirerature as contributions to one great harmony

And let us not circumscribe the effects of the bucolic and erotic poetry
within the limuts of the sensibility of those to whom i1t was addressed They
may have perceived the beauty of those immortal compositions, simply a5
fragments and 1solated portions those who are more finely organized, or,
born 1n 2 happier age, may recognize them as episodes to that great poem,
which all poets, like the co-operating thoughts of one great mund, have
built up since the beginning of the world.
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Shelley then returns to his earlher, comprehensive defimtion of
pocetry as the expression of the ideal order as apprehended by the
mnagmation “The true poetry of Rome lived mn s msurutions, fo
whatever of beauutful, true, and majestic, they contamed, could hav
sprung only from the faculty which creates the order m which the
consist * He continues

The life of Carmillus, the death of Regulus, the expectauion of the senators,
1n therr godlike state, of the victorious Gauls, the refusal of the republic
to make peace with Hanmbal, after the battle of Cannae, were not the
consequences of a refined calculation of the probable personal advantage
to result from such a rhythm and order m the shows of life, to those who
were at once the poets and the actors of these immortal dramas The
imaginacon beholding the beauty of this order, created 1t out of 1self ac-
cording to 1ts own 1dea, the consequence was empire, and the reward ever-
hvmg fame These thmgs are not the less poetry, giua caent vate sacro
[because they lack the holy bard] They are the cpisodes of that cyche
poem wriiten by Time upon the memortes of man The Past, like an
mspired rhapsodist, fills the theatre of everlasung generations with their
harmony

The place of the poet

helley sums up much of the thought of the essay m his final para-

phs, where, in his characteristic rhetorical manner, he pictures the

poet as an mspired rhapsodist capturing mn language the moments of
hus contact with the 1deal world

We have more moral, pohtical, and hstorical wisdom than we know
how to reduce into pracnice, we have more scienufic and econonical
knowledge than can be accommodated to the just dstribution of the pro-
duce which 1t multplies The poetry in these systems of thought 1s con-
cealed by the accumulation of facts and caleulaning processes There s no
want of knowledge respecung what 15 wisest and best 1n morals, govern-
ment, and political economy, or at Jeast what 15 wiser and berrer than what
men now practice and erdure But we let “I dare not want upon I would,
like the poor cat mn the adage ” We want the creative faculty to imagne
that which we know, we want the generous impulse to act that which we
iumagine, we want the poetry of hfe our calculations_have outrun con-
ception, we Have €aten more than we ¢an digest Lhe cultivation of those
sciences which have enlarged the hinuts of the empire of man over the ex-
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ternal world, has, for want of the poetical faculty, proportionally cir-
cumscribed those of the internal world, and man, having enslaved the ele~
ments, remains himself a slave To what but a cultivation of the mechanical
arts m a degree disproportioned to the presence of the creauve faculty,
wihuch 15 the basss of all knowledge, 1s to be attmbuted the abuse of all
invention for abridging and combining labor, to the exasperation of the in-
equality of mankind® From what other cause has it ansen that the dis-
covertes which should have hghtened have added a weight to the curse
mmposed on Adam? Poetry, and the principle of Self, of which money 15
the visible incarnation, are the God and Mammon of the world

The functions of the poetical faculty are two-fold by one it creates new
materials of knowledge, and power, and pleasure, by the other it engenders
n the mind a desire to reproduce and arrange them according to a certan
rhythm and order which may be called the beauniful and the good The
culuvation of poetry s never more to be desired than at periods when,
from an excess of the selfish and calculanmg principle, the accumulanon of
the materials of external life exceed the quantity of the power of assimilat-
ing them to the mternal laws of human nature The body has then become
too unwieldy for thar which ammares it

Poctry 15 indeed something divine It is at once the centre and circum-
ference of knowledge, 1t 15 that which comprehends all science, and that
to which all science must be referred It 1s at the same ume the root and
blossom of all other systems of thoughe, 1t 1s that from which all spring, and
that which adorns all, and that which, if blighted, demes the fruit and the
seed, and withholds from the barren world the nourishment and the suc-
cession of the scions of the tree of life It 1s the perfect and consummate
surface and bloom of all things, 1t 15 as the odor and the color of the rose
to the texture of the elements which compose it, as the form and splendor
of unfaded beauty to the secrets of anatomy and corruption What were
virtue, love, patniotism, friendship—what were the scenery of this beanniful
universe which we inhabit, what were our consolations on this stde of the
grave—and what were our aspirations beyond 1t, if poetry diad not ascend
to bnng Light and fire from those eternal regions where the owl-winged
faculty of calculanon dare not ever soar® Poetry 15 not hke reasorang, a
power to be exerted according to the determination of the will A man can-
not say, “I will compose poetry ” The greatest poet even cannot say 1t,'
for the mind in cFeation 15 as a fading coal, which some mvisible influence,
like an mconstant wind, awakens to transitory brightness, this power arises
from within, like the color of a f ﬂower which fades and changes as 1t 1s
developed, and the conscious portions of our natures are unprophetic
etther of 1ts approach or its departure Could this influence be durable in 1
onginal punty and force, it is impossible to predict the grearness of the
results, but when compaosition begins, mspiration is already on the decline,
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and the most glonous poetry that has ever been communicated to the
world 1s probably a feeble shadow of the onginal conceptions of the poct.
I appeal to the greatest poets of the present day, whether 1t 1s not an error
to assert that the finest passages of poetry are produced by labor and study
‘The tol and the delay recommended by erttics can be justly interpreted to
mean no more than a careful observation of the inspired moments, and an
arnficial connection of the spaces berween their suggesttons by the inter-
texture of conventional expressions—a necessity only mmposed by the
Imstedness of the poenical facuicy tself, for Milton concetved the Paradise
Lost as a whole before he executed 1t 1n portions We have huis own au-
thority also for the muse having “dictated” to lum the “unpremeditated
song ” And let this be an answer to those who would allege the fifty-six
vanious readings of the first line of the Orlando Funoso Compositions so
produced are to poetry what mosaic 15 to pamnting The instinct and mtui-
tion of the poencal faculry 1s sull more observable in the plasnc and pie-
torial arts, a great statue or picture grows under the power of the artist as a
child in the mother’s womb, and the very mind which directs the hands
formation 15 1ncapable of accounting to mself for the ongn, the grada-

, or the media of the process
EG;etry 15 the record of the best and happtest moments of the happiest
and best mindg We are aware of evanescent visitations of thought and feel-
ing somenmes associated with place or person, somenmes regarding our
own mmd alone, and always ansing unforeseen and departing unbidden,
but elevating and delightful beyond all expression so that even in the de-
sire and the regret they leave, there cannot but be pleasure, participating
as 1t does 1n the nature of sts object It 15, as 1t were, the interpenetranon of
a diviner nature through our own, “but is footsteps are like those of a
wind over the sea, which the morning calm erases, and whose traces re-
main only as on the wrnnkled sand which paves 1t These and correspond-
ing condittons of bemng are experienced principally by those of the most
delicate sensibibity and the most enlarged imagmauon, and the state of
mind produced by them 1s at war with every base desire The enthusiasm
of virtue, love, patriotism, and friendship 15 essentially inked wath such
emonions, and, whilst they last, seif appears as what 1t 15, an atom vo a uni-
verse Poets are not only subject to these expenences as spints of the most
refined orgamization, but they can color all that they combine with the
evanescent hues of this ethereal world, 2 word, a trait in the representation
of a scene or a passion will touch the enchanted chord, and reamimate, 1n
those who have ever experienced these emotions, the sleepmg, the cold, the
busied image of the past Poetry thus makes immortal all that 1s best and
most beaunful mn the world, 1t arrests the vamsl‘un% appantions which
haunt the interlunations of hife, and veiling them, or m language or in form,
‘$€tids them forth among mankind, beanng sweet news of lundred joy to
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those with whom their sisters abide—abide, because there 1s no portal of
expression from the caverns of the spirit which they mhabit into the uni-
verse of things Poctry redeerns from decay the visitations of the divimty
' man
" Poetry turns all things to loveliness, 1t exalts the beauty of that which 1s
most beautiful, and 1t adds beauty to that which ss most deformed,tt mar-
nes exultation and horror, grief and pleasure, etermty and change, 1t sub-
dues to union under 1ts ight yoke all irreconcilable thingsd It transmutes all
that 1t touches, and every form moving within the radiance of its presence
1s changed by wondrous sympathy to an incamation of the spint which
it breathes, 1ts secret alchemy rurns ro potable gold the poisonous waters
which flow from death through Life, it strips the ved of familianty from
the world, and lays bare the naked and sleeping beauty which 1s the spint
of its forms

In spite of the low-thoughted envy which would undervalue
contemporary ment, our own will be a2 memorable age n intellectual
achievements, and we live among such philosophers and poets as surpass
beyond comparison any who have appeared since the last nacional struggle
for cwvil and religious hberty §The most unfaiiing herald, companion, and
follower of the awakening of #grear people ro work a beneficial Change m
opinton or institution, 1 poctry} At such periods therc is an accumulation
of the power of communicattg and recerving intense and mpassioned
conceptions respecting man and nature The persons in whom this power
resides may often, as far as regards many portions of their nature, have
little apparent correspondence wath that spint of good of which they are
the mumisters But even whilst they deny and abjure, they are yet com-
pelled to serve, the power which is seated on the throne of their own soul
It 15 impossible to read the compositions of the most celebrated writers of
the present day without beng startled with the electric hfe which burns
witlun thewr words They measure the circumiference and sound the depths
of human nature with a comprehensive and ail-penetranng spirit, and they
are themselves perhaps the most sincerely astonighed at 1ts mamifestations,
for 1t 15 less their spurie than the spirie of the age(l;‘oets are the huerophants
of an unapprehended msp:ranon, the mirrors the gigantic shadows
which futunity casts upon the present,jthe words which express what they
understand not, the trumpets which sing to bactle, and feel not what they
mspire, the mfluence which 18 moved not, but moves @)ets are the un-
acknowledged legislators of the world% T

“Poetry 15 the record of the best and happiest moments of the hap-
prest and besgaminds.” “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of
the world.” @e are grand—perhaps grandiose—claims for poetry.
They are justifiable, but in a sense that needs more particularizing than



128 The Pb:lo:opb:cg;ffﬂz:r ,
Shelley gives us}(Thts tagh Platomc idea St turhed against Plato’s at-
tack on poetry to defend the very activity which Plato valued most 15
curtously umpressive though not perhaps very helpful to a crine look-
ing for a careful philosophic definition of the nature and value of
poeu&and subtle discrimination between poetry and kindred phe-
nomera YegShelley 1s successful in conveying a sense of the inmense
' significance O poetry even to those who disagree with his posion,
\and his staterpent 15 valuable sf only as the last of the great general
defenses don:t}n the spint of the Renaissance and&rlth the added en-
t,husxasm of the Romantic movcmcnr)



Science

and poetry

HF QUEsTION whether, and in what sense, poetry
was true worried many of the earlier criics Plato, as we have seen,
artacked the poets for providing only a second-hand reflection of
truth, Arsstotle defended the poet as presenting a more significant’
kind of probability than the mere factual recording of the historsan,
Sidney, asserting that “the poet nothing lLeth because he nothing
affirmeth,” saw the poet’s task not as the hreral telling of the truth but
as the provision of vivid and lively examples conducive to moral be-
havior, and Shelley saw the poet as someone who was i touch with
the eternal patterns of things that underhe all reality

The truth of poetry

Between Sidney and Shelley the question of the truth of poetry was
little debated, for when you have a flourishing contemporary htera-
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ture us general value tends to be taken for granted and critical interest
15 hikely to be centered on questions of craftsmanship and the evalua-
tion of particular works Shelley returned to the question of truth:
partly because he was mfluenced by renaissance thought and partly,
because Thomas Love Peacock had rased the question of whether,
11 a modern scientific age when philosophers and scientists can mnvesti-
gate realiry systematically and vigorously and we have outgrown the
myths of poetry, thc poet has not become a “semi-barbarian mn a
cviized communty ”

Peacock wrote early n the nmeteenth century.(As Victoran sci-
ence developed, the question of the gelanon between science and
poetry became more and more urger% The poet, wrote Peacock,
“hves i the days that are past n whatever degree poetry 1s
culuvated, 1t must necessarlly be to the neglect of some branch of
useful study and 1t 1s a lamentable thing to see minds, capable of better
things, running to seed mn the specious indolence of these empty am-
less mockeries of intellectual exertion Poetry was the mental rattle
that awakened the actention of intellect 1 the infancy of civil society
but for the maturity of mind to make a serious business of the play-
things of 1ts childhood, 15 as absurd as for a grown man to rub his

gums with coral, and cry to be charmed asleep by the jngle of
sdver bells

Arnold on poetry, religion, and science

These words of Peacock were quoted by 1 A Richards in 1926, be-
cause he felt that they represented a wadely accepted pont of view,
and one which required refunng The prestige of science grew
steacdily throughout the mineteenth century and it became more and
more necessary for poetry to have 1its position vis-d-vis science clearly
recisely defined Matthew @rnold }1ad anticipated Richards in

fa the modern mmplications of this questlon‘%‘f&rno[d say—or
ought he saw—{he factual basis of religion threatehed by modern
knowledge and s0ght to find m poetry a source of values which
could not be threatened by this new scientific knowledge “Our
religion has materiahised itself n the fact, in the supposed fact, 1t has
artached 1ts emotion to the fact, and now the fact 15 faing 1t. But
for poetry the idea 1s everything, the rest 1s a world of illusion, of
divine tllusion Poetry attaches its emotion to the idea, the ides is
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the fact "}So Arnold wrotg %1874, and again Richards quoted hum
in 1926 BothfArnold nd@:éﬂﬁrdﬁver concerned with finding for
poetry (and here as edrlier the term “poftry” 1s bemng used to mean
imagmanve literature in generzl) a kind of meaning and a kind of
usefulness which differenuated it clearly from sciencg and freed it
frgm any direct responsibility to scientific truth

Arnold was content to give his answer 1n very general terms “More
atd more mankind will discover that they have to turn to poetry to
interpret hife for us, to console us, to sustamn us Without poetry, our
science will appear incomplete, and most of what nqw passes with us
for religion and philosophy will be replaced by poetry)Science, I say,
will appear mcomplete without it For finely and truly does Words-
worth call poetry ‘the impassioned expression which 1s in the counte-
nance of all science’, and what 1s a countenance without its expressiop?
Agamn, Wordsworth finely and truly calis poetry ‘the breath and
finer spint of all knowledge’ our rebgion, parading evidences such
as those on which the popular mind relies now, our philosophy, plum-
mg wuself on its reasonings about causation and finite and infinite be-
ing, what are they but the shadows and dreams and false shows of
knowledge? The day will come when we shall wonder at ourselves
for having trusted to them, for having tiken them seriously, and
the more we perceive their hollowness, the more we shall prize
‘the breath and finer spirtt of knowledge’ offered to us by poetry ™

This 15 an eloquent statement of the sigmficance and value of
poetry, but 1t 1s far too general to be of much help to the student who
1s concerned with finding_out precsely what 1t 1s char poetry
does and how 1t does 1t (When Arnold goes on to say that “the
best poetry 1s what we want, the best poetry will be found to have
a power of formimg, sustaining, and delighting us, as nothing else can,”
we realize that he 15 more concerned with discovermg the means of
distingushing the best poetry from infenor kinds than in describmg
n accurate detail what poetry wdeed 1s and how 1t operates This 15
not to belittle Arnold as a crinic) as we shall see latel&e made some
extremely important contnibutions to criticismy But on this question
of the relation of poetry to science and the difference berween poetic
expression and other kinds of discourse, he only comments m the most
general terms

Later critics have endeavored to discuss this question more par-
ticularly. They are not only anxious to make absolutely clear just

1Introduction to Ward's Englush Poets, (880
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what 1t 15 that poetry does that is done by no other kind of handling of
language, but they use modern science uself in an endeavor to analyze
the precise nature of poetry and to distngussh it from scientific dis-
course I A Richards has been one of the most mfluential of modern
critics who have approached the study of poetry with these rwo
purposes n mind In hus study of the nature and value of poetry he
uses tools provided by modern psychology to investigate what actu-
ally goes on 1n 2 poem and how a poem affects the reader His objec-
tive 15 both descriptive and normative he 1s concerned, that is, both
to describe accurately what a poemn is and what 1t does, and to show
how and why what 1t does 15 valuable

A psychological theory of value

Richards’ Primcsples of Laterary Critscism appeared m 1924, as a
volume in the “international hbrary of psychology, phulosophy and
scientific method”—a face which itself tells us something of Richards’
pomnt of view Just as Shelley used Platonism to remove Plato’s ob-
jections to poets, so Richards wished to use science to remove the
scientist’s objections He called his book “a machine for thinking
with,” and the argument proceeded with scientific ngor He wall have
no truck with vague generalizations about esthetic expenence, and
dismisses 1 an mrroductory section the behef i “the phantom
aesthetic stare,” the view thac there 15 a type of esthenc experience
which 15 wholly unlike any other kind of experience and can only be
described m its own terms Art 15 a human acuvity which affects
human beings, and 1t 15 therefore capable of analysis by anyone who 1n-
vestigates properly what human bemgs are and how they operate The:
key to the proper crincal method 1s the proper descripuion of the
psychological processes that take place m both writer and reader
when a work 1s produced and appreciated On such a basis unlimired
progress 15 possible Richards here shares the optimstic belief mn
progress that has been charactenstic of scientists since the days of
Francis Bacon “It should be borne m mmd,” he says in his preface,
“that the knowledge which the men of ap 3000 will possess, if all
goes well, may make all our aesthetics, all our psychology, all our!
modern theory of value, look pitsful ” Thus criticism 1s inked to those.
aspects of knowledge which advance with new discovertes, and the
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assumption 18 made that these discoveries will probably be constant
and regular The scientisfic nature of the endeavor is stressed, the aim
18 “to hnk even the commonplaces of criucism to a systematic ex-k
position of psychology ” '

Psychology, then, 1s Richards’ science Qualities m objects are dis-
cussed not as mdependent facts, but in terms of their effects on per-
sons who experience those objects We may ask how Richards derives
a theory of value from mere description, however accurare Psychol-
ogy 15 a descriptive and not a normative science This problem 15
solved quite simply by assessing value strictly m terms of function
“Anything 1s valuable that satisfies an appetency,” and the most valua-
ble psychological state 15 that which mvolves the sausfacrion of the
greatest number of appetencies consistent with the least number of
frustrations of other appetencies A subtly balanced organization of
mpulses becomes the wdeal The first posiaive contribution, then,
which Richards makes m his book is the formulation of this general
psychological pomnt of view—what might be termed psychological
humanism It embraces ethics, too, but ethics redefined with the help
of a behaviotist psychology What ss good 1s what produces value, and
a conceprion of value 1s arrived at through the harmomzing of func-
tions within the orgamsm

Meamng and commumcation

A psychological theory of value having been arrived at, there remains
the equally mportant rask of applying 1t to hiterature 'We observe
functions 1n the haman organism and arrive at a theory of value de-
pendent on those funcuons now we have to apply that theory to ex-
ternal things thar “act on” the organism But what do we mean by
“act on”? Can lterature really “cause” states of mwd® To answer
these questions Richards has to turn from considerations of value to a
consideration of how lirerature can produce value, how words can
commumcate attitides which result in a valuable psychological state
m the reader (We may note here that Richards denses that the mmc‘lj
15 a separate entity 1t 18 ssmply a part of the acuvity of the nervou
system )} This raises the whole problem of meaming and communica-
tion which in turn leads Richards to outline his view of percepuion m
order to explam the mnal processes m reading, and to discuss the
K
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nature of “‘signs” and the other elements involved 1 commumecauon
It 15 the necessity for showmg how a work of hirerature can produce a
certam state of mind m the reader that leads Ruichards to link literary
crincism with semantics, which s the scienufic study of how words
operate 1 communicating meanng Already 1 1923 Richards had
brought out, with C K Ogden, a book entitled The Meamng of
Meamng, a pioneer study of language from this point of view, the
first by a great variety of authors of 2 host of works on semantics
which have affected not only hterary crniticism but also views of the
relation between language and thought held by phulosophers, logi-
ctans, psychologists, and students of techmiques of propaganda.

Richards conducts these mvestigations i order to come to some
clear conclusions about what rnaginative Iterature 15, how 1t employs
language, how its use of language differs from the sciennific use of
language, and what s 1ts special function and value His conclusion, at
this stage 1n the development of his eruical 1deas (for it should be
noted that Richards developed his views 1n different directions m his
later works), 15 that a satisfactory work of imaginative hterature rep-
resents a kind of psychological adjustment mn the author which s
valuable for personality, and that the reader, 1if he knows how to read
properly, can have this adjustment communicated to him by reading
the work The quahfication, “if he knows how to read properly,” is
mmportant, for Richards msists that only the properly perceptive
kind of reading can receve the true value of a work Traming n
reading with care and sensitivity 1s therefore insisted on by him, and
agam this has had a great influence on modern cnticism, which has
more and more come to insist on the importance of a proper reading
of the text.

Poetry and the nervous system

Poetry differs from science both m 1ts objective—to perperuate and,
‘communicate a valuable kind of psychological adjustment—and i the
-kind of meaning 1t artributes to words, which 15 “emotive” rather than
“scientific” or “referential.” “A poem,” say Ogden and Richards n
The Meanmg of Meammg, . . has no concern with hmured and
directed reference. It tells us, or should tell us, nothmg. It has a dif-
ferent, though an equally important and far more vital function—to
use an evocative term in connection with an evocative matter What
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it does, or should do, 15 to induce 2 fitng aturude to experience "
The poet, said Sidney, does not tell the lireral truth about the reat
world, but presents a picrure of an 1deal world which stimulates us to
endeavor to copy 1t n our own behavior the poet, says Richards, does
not tell the literal truth about the real world, but suggests attitudes
which represent a proper balance of the nervous system and which
are absorbed by the properly qualified reader

The best general summary of Richards’ position on the whole ques-
tion of the nature and value of poetry and its relation to science 15
contamned i his Science and Poetry, 1926 The followng extracts
from this work will give some indication of his procedure ?

Very much toil has gone to the endeavour ro explan the hgh place
of poetry in human affairs, with, on the whole, few sansfacrory or con-
vincing results This 1s not surprising For in order to show how poetry 1s,
important 1t 1s first necessary to discover to some extent what 1t 1s Unt:ll
recently this preliminary task could only be very incompletely carried out,
the psychology of msunct and emotion was too htele advanced, and, more-
over, the wild speculations natural m pre-scientific enquiry defimtely stood
in the way Neither the professional psychologist, whose interest i poetry
is frequently notintense, nor the man of letters, who as a rule has no adequate
ideas of the rind as a2 whole, has been equipped for the investigation Both
a passionate knowledge of poetry and a capacity for dispassionate psy-
chological analysis are required if 1t 1s to be satisfacronly prosecuted

It will be best to begin by asking “What kmd of « thing, in the widest
sense, 1s poetry?” When we have answered this we shall be ready to ask
“How can we use and misuse 1t>” and “What reasons are there for think-
ng it valuabler”

Let us uke an experience, ten rmnutes of a person’s hfe, and describe 1t
m broad outhne It 1s now possible to indicate us general structure, to
point out what 15 important m 1t, what tnivial and accessory, which
features depend upon which, how 1t has artsen, and how it 1s probably
going to influence his future experience There are, of course, wide gaps
in this description, none the less it 15 at last posstble ro understand n general
how the mind works in an experience, and what sort of stream of events
the experience 1s

Richards here quotes and analyzes Wordsworth’s Westrminster
Bridge sonnet, discussing “the sound of the words ‘in the mund’s ear,” ”

2 Professar Max Black accuses Richards of “the lack of a conustent and coherent
theory of ‘emotive meamng' ” and has some mteresting and cogent crticssms of this
whole posinon See “A Symposmam on Emotive Meanung Some Questions sbout
Emouve Meaning,” The Philosophbical Review, March 148, pp 111-124

2 Quoted by permussion of the author
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the pictures that arise “in the mind’s eye,” and the division of the ex-
pertence of reading 1nto a minor branch “which we may call the
mtellectual stream” and a major branch “which we may call the ac-
tive, or emotional, stream,” and “1s made up of the play of our m-
terests 7 "

The active branch 15 whar really matcers, for from it all the energy
of the whole agitanon comes The thinking which goes on 15 somewhat
hike the play of an ingemous and invaluable “governor” run by, but con-
trolling, the main machine Every experience 1s essennally some interest or /
group of interests swingmng back to rest

To understand what an interest 15 we should picture the mind as a
system of very delicately poised balances, 2 system which so long as we are
i health 15 constantly growmg Every situation we come into discurbs
some of these balances to some degree The ways in which they swing
back to a new equipoise are the impulses with which we respond to the
simation And the chief balances in the system are our chief interests

Suppose that we carry a magnetic compass about 11 the neighbourhoed
of powerful magnets The needle waggles as we move and comes to rest
pomnung 1 a new direction whenever we stand svll i a new posinion
Suppose that instead of a single compass we carry an arrangement of many
magnetic needles, large and small, swung so that they influence one
another, some able only to swing horizontally, others vertically, others
hung freely As we move, the perrurbations 1n this system will be very
complicated But for every position in whuch we place 1t there will be a
final position of rest for all the needles mto which they will in the end
settle down, a general poise for the whole system Bur even a shght dis-
placement may set the whole assemblage of needies busily readjusting
thernselves .

One further complicatton Suppose that while all the needles mfluence
one another, some of them respond only to some of the outer magners
among which the system 1s moving The reader can eamly draw a diagram
if his smagination needs a visual support

The rmnd 15 not unhike such a system if we 1magine 1t to be mcredibly
complex The needles are our mterests, varymng in their importance, that
1s 1n the degree to which any movement they make mvolves movement
1n the other needles Fach new disequlibrium, which a shuft of position,
a fresh situation, entails, corresponds to a need and the wagghngs which
ensue as the system rearranges itself are our responses, the impulses through
which we seek to meet the need Often the new poise 15 not found unul
long afrer the original disturbance Thus states of strain can arse which

last for years, . . .
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Thus development [of a child, as he grows up] takes a very mdirect
course It would be still more erratic 1f society did not mould and re-
mould him at every stage, reorgamsing him mcompletely two or three
times over before he grows up He reaches matunty mn the form of a
vast assemblage of major and munor interests, partly a chaos, partly a
system, with some tracts of his personalicy fully developed and free to
respond, others tangled and jammed 1in all kinds of accidental ways It
15 thus meredibly complex assemblage of intereses ro which the printed
poem has to appeal Sometimes the poem 1s itself the influence which
disturbs us, sometimes 1t 1s merely the means by whach an already existing
disturbance can nght wself More usually perhaps 1t1s beth at once

We must picture then the stream of the poenc expenience as the
swinging back into equilibrium of these disturbed interests We are|
reading the poem in the first place only because we are n some way
interested 1n doing so, only because some interest 15 attempting to regam
1ts powse thereby And whatever happens as we read happens only for a
similar reason We understand the words (the intellectual branch of the’,
stream goes on 1ts way successfully) only because an interesr 1s reacting
through that means, and all the rest of the experience 15 equally but more *
evidently our adapranion workmg ieself out

The rest of the experience 1s made up of emonons and attirudes Emo
tions are what the reaction, with its reverberations m bodily changes, feeq
ike Ararudes are the impulses towards one kind of behaviour or another
which are set ready by the response They are, as it were, 1ts outward gomng
part Sometimes, as here in Westmunster Bridge, they are very easily over-
looked But consider a sunpler case—a fit of laughter winch 1t 1s absolutely
essential to conceal, m Church or during a solemn interview, for example
You contnive not to jaugh, but there 1 no doubr abouc the acuviry of the
mmpulses 1n their restricted form The much more subtle and etaborare im-
pulses which a poem excites are not different 1p principle They do not
show themsclves as a rule, they do not come out into the open, largely
because they are so complex When they have adjusted themselves to one
another and become orgamized mnto a coherent whole, the needs concerned
may be sansfied In a fully developed muan a state of readiness for action
wnl] take the place of actron when the full appropriate situation for action
15 not present The essential pecuharity of poetry as of all the arrs 15 chat
the full approprate situacton 15 not present It 15 an actor we are seeing
upon the stage, not Hamlet So readiness for action takes the place of actual
behaviour

In its use of words poetry 1s just the reverse of science Very defimite
thoughts do occur, but not because the words are so chosen as lepically
to bar out all possibilities but one No But because the manner, the tone
of voice, the cadence and the rhythm play upon our mterests and make
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Itbem pick out from among an mdefinite number of possibilities the precise
partcular thought which they need That 1s why poetical descriptions
often seem so much more accurate than prose descriptions Language
logically and scientifically used cannot describe a landscape or a face
To do so would need a prodigious apparatus of mames for shades and
nuances, for precise particular qualltles These names do not exist, so
other means have to be used The poet, even when, ke Ruskin or De
Quuncey, he wrnites 1n prose, makes the reader pick out the precise par-
ticular sense required from an indefinite number of possible senses which a
word, phrase or sentence may carry The means by which he does this
are many and varted

Misunderstanding and under-esumanon of poetry 15 mamly due to
over-esttmation of the thought in 1t 'We can see sull more clearly that!
thought s not the pnime factor if we consider for 2 moment not the
experience of the reader bur that of the poet Why does the poet use
these words and no others® Not because they stand for a senes of thoughts
whach 1n themselves are what he 15 concerned to communicate It 1s never}
what a poem says which matters, but what 1t &5 The poet 1s not writing as
2 scientist He uses these words because the interests which the situation
calls into play combine to bring them, just 1n this form, mto his conscious-
ness as a means of ordermg, controlling, and consohdating the whole ex-
penience The experience eself, the tide of impulses sweeping through the
mind, 15 the source and the sanction of the words They represent this
experience 1self, not any set of perceprions or reflections, though often to
a reader who approaches the poem wrongly they will seem to be only
a senies of remarks about other things But to a suitable reader the words—
if they actually spring from experience and are not due to verbal habits,
to the desire to be effective, to factiious excogitation, to imtation, to
wrrelevant contrivances, or to any other of the failings which prevent most
people from wnting poetry—the words will reproduce mn his mund 2

similar play of interests putting him for the while into a similar situation
and leading to the same response

We can see here how closely criticism becomes hinked to psychology
—not in the eighteenth century sense, where the critic approved, say, a
play if 1t showed “a knowledge of the human heart,” 1if 1t was recog-
nzably true to human psychology as we know it 1n daly expertence,
nor yet n Wordsworth’s sense, where the value of peetry was related
to a theory of poetic creation far more general and less particularized
than that of Richards, but with specific reference to theories of per-
ception, of semantics, and of the nervous system generally Richards’
position 1s 11 a sense more impressive than that of many of his predeces-
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sors, but 1t 15 also more vulnerable For if one does not accept hius sys-
tem of psychology, if one denies that his description of what happens
when we read a poem 'really represents what takes place, then the
whole critical theory falls to the ground Controversy about Richards’
position has generally centered on whether his deseription of the kind
of psychological poise achieved by the poet and communicated
through a reading of the poem to the qualified reader 1s truth or myth

Psychological bumanism

The extracts from Sciesnce and Poetry quoted above show Richards’
views of what goes on when a poem 15 written and read 1t remains for
hum to show exactly why that s valuable He therefore proceeds to
develop a general theory of value—general n the sense that it applies
to all human actvines, and notr umquely to poetry—and then to show
how poetry 15 valuable on this general standard We have seen how
Sidney, in developing an ethical theory of the value of poetry, showed
how poctry was valuable on a general ethical standard which for him,
and more especially for the Purieans whom he was answering, was the
only standard that could be apphed to human affairs and the products
of the human mmd We have noted that in domg so Sidney was led
m some degree to gloss over the umique and differentiating qualinies of
poetry Richardsis very much concerned with those umque and differ-
entiaung qualiies 1t remamns to be seen what happens to them when
he applies to poetry his general theory of value

Enough perhaps as to the kind of rhing a poem 15, as to the general
structure of these experiences Let us now turn to the further quesnon “Of
what use 15 113" “Why and how 1s 1t valuable?”

The first pont to be made 15 that poetic expeniences are valuable (when
they are) in the same ways as any other experiences They are to be judged
by the same standards What are these?

Now that the mind 15 seen to be a hierarchy of interests, whac will
for this account be the duference between Good and Evil?

It 15 the difference berween free and wasteful organization, between full-
ness and narrowness of hfe, For if the mund 1s a system of interests, and if
an experience 15 their play, the worth of any experience 1s a matcer of the
degree to which the mind, through this experence, attans a complete
equilibrium.



140 The Philosophscal Inquiry

This 15 a first approximation It needs quahfymg and expanding if 1t
15 to become a satisfactory theory

Richards now proceeds to consider the case of a person who has one
hour in which to make the fullest possible use of his hfe, n which to
lead “the fullest, keenest, most active and complete kind of hfe ”

Such a life 15 one wloch brings into play as many as possible of the
posstrve mnterests We can leave ont the negative imterests It would be
a paty for our friend to be frightened or disgusted even for 2 minute of his
precious hour

But this 1s not all It s not cnough that many interests should be strred
"There 15 a more unportant point to be noted

The Ge s 1pprove
The depth and not the tumult of the soul

The mterests must come mto play and reman m play with as little
conflict among themselves as posstble In other words, the expencnce
must be orgamzed so as to give all the impulses of wluch 1t 15 composed
the grearest possible degree of treedom
In the past, Tradinion, a kind of Treaty of Versailes assigming

frontiers and spheres of mfluence to the different nterests, and based
chiefly upen conquest, ordered our lives m a moderately satisfactory
manner But Tradiion 1s weskenming Moral authonities are not as well
backed by beliefs as they were, their sancnions are dechmng in force We
are n need of somethung to take the place of the old order Not in need
of a new balance of power, a new arrangement of conquests, bur of a
League of Nanons for the moral ordering of the unpulses, a new order
based on conciliation, not on attempred suppression

Only the rarest indmiduals lutherto have achieved this new order, and
never yet perhaps completely But many have aclueved 1t for a brief
while, for a particalar phasc of experience, and many have recorded it
for these phases

Of these records poetry consists

“Poetry,” wrote Shelley, “1s the record of the best and happiest
moments of the happiest and best munds ” This 1s precisely Richards'
position, though Richards would define “best” and “happiest” m his
own way Whether the psychological humanism on which Richards
bases his view of what 15 good in poetry as m any other human ac-
uvity 1s really adequate to account for the special nature and value of
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poetry s arguable To many of his readers there seems to be a gap
between his perceptive, detatled discussion of particular poems and
his generalizations abdut the value of poetry, which are i large
measure based on psychological notons which no mmportant con-
temporary psychologist accepts

Poetry and cruothization

Riachards concludes Scrence and Poetry with further discussion of the
difference berween scientific and poetic truth The poet makes, not
true statements, but “pseudo-statemnents ¥ “A pseudo-statement 15
‘true’ 1f 1t suits and serves some atutude or hinks together attstudes
which on other grounds are dessrable ” Ie emphasizes “the fundamen-
tal dsparity and opposiion between pseudo-statements as they occur
m poetry and starements as they occur m science A pseudo-starement
15 2 form of words which 1s jusnfied entirely by its effect v releasing
or organising our mmpulses and attitudes , 4 statement, on the
other hand, 1s jusnfied by s trath, 1 ¢ s correspondence, in a hughly
techmeal sense, with the fact o which it points ” After a brief dis-
cussion of some modern poets, Richards concludes with a general
statement which puts him amoeng those who, like Arnold (whom he
quotes more than once), saw n poetry a central means of saving cavili-
zaton

It 15 very probable that the Hindenburg Line to which the defence
of our traditions retired as a result of the onstaughes of the lase cenmury
will be blown up 1n the ncar future If this should happen a mental chaos
such as man has never experienced may be expected We shali then be
thrown back, as Matthew Arnold foresaw, upon poetry It 15 capable of
saving us, 1f 15 a pcrfcctly pnml)le means of overconung chaos But
whether man s capable of the reonentation required, whether he can
loosen 1n time the enranglement with belief which now takes from poetry
half 1ts power and would then take all, 15 another question, and too large
for the scope of this essay

By a theory of value based on a psychological humamsm which 15 1n
turn based on sertain psychological theones about how the nervous
system functions, Richards finds a means of nor only “defending”
poetry, but of proving it to be the salvation of civilizauon By a



142 The Philosophical Inquiry

theory of perception, of stunuli and responses, of how signs and sym-
bols work, he made semantics a tool of hiterary analysis and endeavored
to show how poetry operates and how in face 1t 15 able to capture and
transmut those states which he considers valuable A scienufic method
1 used 1 order to disunguish poetry from science Poetry was saved
for the modern world, and Peacock’s mocking questions were an-
swered

That, at least, was the mtention And more unportant even than the
mtention was the method, or ar least the rone, of the inquiry Though
claiming as high a destny for poetry as Shelley or Arnold, Richards’
tone was always that of the calm scienufic mvesugator 1If we wish to
discover the true nature and value of poetry, let us discover what
really goes on when a poem 1s produced and a poem 1s read The tone
of resolute inquiry, the emphasss on careful analysis and menculously
defined termimology, and the suggestion that the value of a work of
art can be discovered by an investigation of how 1t operates, have had
considerable mfluence on modern cnnicsm Crnines who have not
accepted Richards’ theory of value—and it 1s worth noting that, in
the last analysis, in order to prove the value of poetry in a screnufic
age Richards had to construce a completely new general value theory
no other critic had had thar kind of temerity—have nevertheless learned
from him to observe closely and to conduct thewr discourses with
“scientific” care



The proper
sphere of poetry

9

_ LATO, we recall, would have banushed poets from
his ideal republic beeause poetry was not, in hus view, conducive to
the shaping of the good ciizen Aristotle defended poetry by remov-
g 1ts discussion from this general ethical context and showing that the
nature, the funcuon, and the special kind of pleasure produced by
poetry were cach umique If poetry 1s to be defended by showing that
1t 1s a dfferent kind of thing from that which its attackers assumed

to be, with a different kind of value, then the question of course arises
Whart kind of thing 1s 1?

The search for the “quiddny” of poetry

This question, as we have seen, has been often asked n the history
of crincism, and many different answers have been given. The more
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the critic has to resist discussion of poetry as a kind of history or a
kind of moral philosophy or a kind of science, the more lkely he 1s
to press the search for the differenttating quahties of poetry, its
“quiddiy,” 1ts umque and essential nature We have seen how 1 A
Ruchards, 1t his endeavor to distinguish poetic from scientific dis-
course, is led to distinguish between different kinds of meaning and
different uses of language, each with its appropriate funcrion and value
The more knowledge we accumulate, the more ethical, historical,
psychelogical, and scientific kinds of truth and kinds of fact we have
available, the more tempting 1t becomes to define poetry m their terms
and therefore the more important it becomes to resist this temptation
and concentrate on the proper, unique nature of poetry Imagmative
literature can be broken down mto so much psychological msight, so
much historical truth, so much agreeable sound, so much reflection of
the author’s personality, and so on, and a given work can be discussed
as though it were the sum of these thungs The more knowledge we
have, the more likely we are to do this But to do this is to avoid the
central critical question, which concerns the special and umique
nature of poetry

What the poet does not do

It 1s thus not surprising that after a period of rapidly increasing
knowledge, when critics have tended to see works of literature as the
sum of what can be said about them by the histonian, the biographer,
the psychologist, and others, there 15 a reaction in favor of defining
more closely the proper sphere of imaginative hirerature as such That
reaction has produced i our own century a number of influential
statements abour the nature of poetry all of which are concerned with
pointing to what poetry 1s that nothing else 1s Poetry, for example,
15 not, for these critics, the expression of personality or “the spon-
taneous overflow of powerful feehng ™ *“Poerry,” wrote T S Ehot
m 1917, “is not a turmng loose of emotion, but an escape from
emotion, 1t 1s not the expression of personality, but an escape from
personality ™ It 1s an escape from hife into art, one might say But what
15 art, and what 15 1ts relation to hfe? Modern critics answer these
questions 1 various ways, but many of them are agreed that whatever

t“Tradiwon and the Indiwvidual Talent ™
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art is—and whatever the art of poetry 1s, n particular—it 15 different
from hife “The poet,” to quote Ehot agamn, “has not a ‘personality’ to
express, but 2 particular'medium, which 15 only 2 medwm and not 2
personality, n which impressions and experiences combine 1n peculiar
and unexpected ways Impressions and experiences which are im-
portant for the man may take no place in the poetry, and those which
become important in the poetry may play quite a negligible part in
the man, the personahry ”

Critics who agree with this pomnt of view will not agree with
Richards that a peem 1s a vehicle for transferning a valuable state of
psychological balance from author to reader, for this 1s to apply the
same standard of value to life as to art This 15 the Platonic method,
and the method of Sidney and Shelley as well as Richards, the method
which takes a norm apphcable to Ife as 2 whole and applies it to poetry
The difference between Plato and the later Platonte critics 1s that while
Plato, 1n applying his general nerm to poetry, found that poetry would
not quahfy on that standard, the other crtics, having a different
though a no less general norm, found that 1t would The Anstotehan
method 15 to look m poetry for s own kind of value, though of course
that value, if 1t 15 really a value, must be ultimately related to a general
normatve scheme of things (We cannot simply say, for example, that
the function of this water-tap 15 ro allow water to drip out at the rate
of thurty drops per munute and conclude that we have thus shown the
value of the tap we must also have a scheme of things wichin which
the droppmng of water at a rate of thirty drops per minute 1s valuable )

Ransom on physical, Platomc, and
wmetaphysical poetry

If poetry 1s a special kind of chung with its special kind of value, how
do we discover what 1t 15 and how do we demonstrate us value® One
of the ways 1s to disunguish between knds of poetry which have much
n common with other forms of discourse and kinds of poetry which
seem to be more uniquely poetic The making of this kund of distine-
ton might help us to see the really poetic thing about poetry John
Crowe Ransom investigates the true nature of poctry by this method
of making distincuons ?

2From The Worlds Body by John Crowe Ransom, copynght 1938 by Chatles

Scrihner’s Sons Renmnrad hv nermucsian of tha anhlichare
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A poetry may be distuinguished from a poetry by virtue of its subject-
matter, and subject matter may be differentiated with respect to its ontol-
ogy, or the realicy of 1ts being An excellent variety of critical doctrine
anses recently out of this differentiation, and thus perhaps enticism
leans again upon ontological analysis as 1t was meant to do by Kant The
recent critics remark mn effect that some poetry deals with things, while
some other poetry deals with ideas The two poetries will duffer from each
other as radically as a thing differs from an idea

I PHYSICAL POETRY

The poetry which deals with things was much m favor a few years
ago with the resolute body of crntics And the critics affected the poerts
The Imagists were important figures 1 the history of our poetry,
and they were both theorsts and creators It was their intention to present
things n their thinginess, or Dmge n their Dinglichkert, and to such an
extent had the public lost its sense of Dimghchbkest that their redirection
was wholesome What the public was inclined to seek 1 poetry was 1deas,
whether large ones or small ones, grand ones or pretty ones, certainly 1deas
to live by and die by, but what the Imagists 1dennfied with the sruff of
poetry was, ssmply, things
For the purpose of this note I shall give to such poetry, dwelling as ex-
clusively as 1t dares upon physical things, the name Physical Poetry Iristo
stand oppostte to that poetry which dwells as firmly as 1t dares upon 1deas
But perhaps thuing wversur 1dea does not seem to name an opposition
precisely Then we mught phrase it a ittle differently umnage wersus 1dea
The 1dealistic philosophees are not sure that thungs exist, but they mean the
equivalent when they refer ro 1mages
It can hardly be argued, I think, that the arts are constituted auto-
mancally out of oniginal wmages, and arise in some early age of innocence
Art 15 based on second love, not first love In it we make a return to
something which we had wilfully ahienated The child 1s occupied mostly
with things, but 1t 1s because he 1s stll unfurnished with systematic 1deas,
not because he 15 a ripe citizen by nature and comes along already tralling
clouds of glory Images are clouds of glory for the man who has dis-
covered that i1deas are a sort of darkness Imagism, that 15, the recent
lustorical movement, may resemble 2 nave poetry of mere things, but we
can read the theoretical pronouncements of Imagists, and we can learn that
Imagism 15 motivated by a distaste for the systematic abstractedness of
thought It presupposes acquaintance with science, that famous activiey
which s “constructive” with respect to the tools of our economic role n
this world, and destructive with respect to nature Imagists wish to escape
from science by unmersing themselves m images
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Not far off the simplicity of Imagism was, a lietle later, the subtler
smphaty of Mr George Moore's project, shared with several others,
in behalf of “pure poetry ” In Moore’s house on Ebury Street they talked
about poetry, wirh an after-dinner warmth if not an early-mormng discre-
ton, and thesr tastes agreed almost perfectly and reinforced one another
The fruit of these conversanons was the volume Pure Poerry It must
have been the most exclusive anthology of English poetry that had yet
appeared, since its room was closed to all the poems that dallied visibly
wirh deas, so that many poems that had been coveted by all other anthol-
ogists do not appear there Neverthejess the book s delicious, and some-
thing more deserves to be said for it

First, that “pure poetry” 1s a land of Physical Poetry Its visible content
1s a thing-content Techmcally, I suppose, it 15 effective 1n this character
if 3¢ can exhibit 1ts matenal an such a way that an image or set of images

and not an 1dea must occupy the foreground of the reader’s attention
Thus

Full fathom five thy father Lies
Of hus bones are coral made

Here 1t 15 difficult for anybody (except the perfect ideahist who 1s always
theoretically possible and who would expect to take a rerurn from any-
thing whatever) to receive any experience except that of a very distinct
1mage, or sct of mages It has the configuration of image, which consists
m being sharp of edges, and the modality of image, which consists
being given and non-negouable, and the density, which consists 1n being
full, a plenum of qualiries What 1s to be dene with 1t It s pure exhabar, 1t
15 to be contemnplated, perhaps it 15 ro be enjoyed The art of poetry de-
pends more frequently on this faculty than on any other 1n 1ts repertory,
the faculty of presenting images so whole and clean thar they resist the
catalysis of thought

As eniies we should have every good will toward Physical Poetry 1t i1s
the basic consttuent of any poetry But the product 15 always something
short of a pure or absolute existence, and 1t cannot quite be said that it
consists of nothing but physical objects The fact 15 that when we are more
than sansfied with a Physical Poetry our analysis will probably disclose
that 1t 15 more than usually impure

II PLATONIC POETRY

The poetry of ideas I shall denomnate Platomic Poetry Thus also has
grades of purity A discourse which employed only abstract 1deas with no



148 The Philosophical Inqusry

inages would be a scientific document and not a poem at all, not even a
Platonic poem Platonic Poetry dips heavily into the physical If Phystcal
Poetry tends to employ some ideanion surrepotiously while sull looking
innocent of idea, Platonic Poetry more than returns che comphiment, for
1t tries as hard 15 1t can to look hike Physical Poetty, as if 1t proposed to
conceal 1its medhcine, which 1s the wdea ro be propagared, wirhin the sugar
candy of objectivity and Diuglichkert As an instance of thus, 1t 15 alimost
mevitable that I quote a famous Victoran utterance

The year’s at the spring
The day’s at the morn,
Morning's at seven,

The hull-side’s dew-pearled,
The lark's on the wing,
The snail’s on the thorn
GGod's 1n hus heaven—

All’s right with the waorld!

which 15 a piece of transparent homiictics, formn 1t six pretty, co-ordinate
images are marched, like six lirtle lambs to the slaughter, to a colon and a
powerful text

The ablest arrasgnment of Platonie Poetry thar T have seen, as an exer-
cise which 1s really science but masquerades as poetry by affecting a con-
cern for physical objecrs, 1s that of Mr Allen Tate 1n a series of studies
recently m The New Repubiic 1 will summarize Platonic Poetry 15 al-
legory, a discourse in things, but on the understanding that they ace trans-
lacable ar every pomnt inro ideas (The usual 1dcas are those which consu-
tute the popular causes, patriouc, religions, moral, or social ) Or Plaronic
Poetry 1s the elzboration of ideas as such, but n proceeding mtroduces
for ornament some physical propertes after the style of Physical Poetry,
which 15 rhetoric It s positive when the-poet believes i the efficacy of
ideas It 15 negative when he despairs of their efficacy, because they have
conspicuously failed to take care of him, and urrers his personal wail

1 fall upon the thorns of hfe' I bleed!

Thus 1s “Romantic Trony,” which comes at occasional periods to interrupt
the march of scientific oprimsm But 1t still falls under the category of
Platonism, 1c gencrally proposes some other ideas to take the place of those
which are m vogue .

There must be a2 great deal of genuine poetry® which started in the poet’s
mind as a thesis to be developed, but in which the characters and the situa-

8The reader mught note that Ransom has not yer defined the rermy “genuwine
poetry,” and an wmplicit assumption 15 suddenly here thrust ar fum
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tions have developed faster than the thesss, and of their own accord The
thesis disappears, or 1t 15 recaptured here and there and at the end, and
lodged sententiously with the reader, where every successive reading of
the poem will dislodge 1t again Like this must be some plays, even some
plays out of Shakespeare, whose thesis would probably be disentangled
with difficulty out of the crowded pageant, or some narrative poem with
a moral plot but much pure detail, perhaps some “occasional” piece by a
Laureate or official person, whose purpose 15 compromised but whose
personal mncegricy 15 saved by lus wavering between the sentiment which
15 a public duty and the experience which he has in his own nght, even
some proclaimed allegory, like Spenser's, unhkely as that may seem, whach
does not remam transparent and everywhere translatable into 1dea but
makes excursions into the terrtory of objecuvity These are hybrid per-
formances They cannot possess beanty of design, though there may be a
beaury in detailed passages But 1t 18 common enough, and we should be
grateful The mind 1s a versaule agent, and unexpectedly stubborn mn s
determinavon not really to be hardened in Platonism Even in an age of
science hike the mneteenth century the poeuc talents are not so loyal to
1ts apostolic zeal as they and it suppose, and do not deserve the unqualified
scorn which it 15 fashionable to offer them, now that the nde has turned,
for thewr performance 15 qualified,

But this may not be stern enough for concluding 2 note on Platome
Poetry I refer again to thar whose Platomsm 1s steady and mabgnant Thes
poetry 1s in smiration of Physical Poetry, and not really a poetry Platomses
practise their bogus poetry n order to show that an image will prove an
idea, but the Literature which succeeds in thus delicate mission does not
contain real images but illustranions

Ransom 1s conducting his mvestigation of the nature of poetry by
making 2 preluminary weeding out of false claimants Poetry 1s not
merely a meticulous rendering in language of the physical appearance
of things, for as soon as you begm to use language at all, other elements
than the merely “physical” emerge And poetry 15 certamly not the
handling of images in such a way that the reader is exhorted to accept
or follow a certan truth This latter view he calls Platonism, and de-
fends hus defimmion m a paragraph (omatted here) in which he quotes
a “high authority” as saying that “Two great forces are persistent in
Plato the love of truth and zeal for human improvement ” Ransom
comments “The forces are one force We love to view the world
under unversal or scientfic ideas to which we give the name truth,
and this 1s because the 1deas seem to make not for righteousness but
for mastery The Platomc view of the world is ulnmately the preda-
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tory, for it reduces to the scientific, which we know " The moral
mdignation here scems curcusly out of place n a discussion of the
nature of poetry That we should not consider strictly as poetry the
kind of discourse which, while using some of the devices of poetry,
nevertheless does not scek a uniquely poetic objective—that 15 a tenable
position, but that there should be moral blame attached to a writer who
employs poctic devices n this way 15 a very strange assumption In
other words, 1t 1s reasonable to hold that a kind of wnung mught be
good without 1ts bemng good peetry, or that it nught use some of the
devices appropriate to poetry without beng poetry in the fullest sense,
and yet be an agreeable and valuable kind of wniting But Ransom’s
assurnption 1§ that a hybrid of this kind tends to corrupt both poetry
and crincism

Certamly, 1f what Ransom calls “Platomc Poetry™ did not exist, the
task of the critic seeking to discover the essential nature of poetry
would be easier But in fact there 1s a “Platomic” element m almost all
poetry ever written the problem 1s to discover what exactly 1ts re-
lation 1s to those other elements which are more purely characteristic
of poetry as such The true characteristics of poetry as such, the use
of language which differentiates the poct from all other users of
language, are to be found m whar Ransom calls “Metaphysical
Poetry ”

The mind does not come unscathed and virginal out of Plaronism
Ontologecal interest would have 1o develop curiously, or wastefully and
discontinuously, if men through their youth must culuvate the 1deas so
passionately that upon 1ts expiration they are dane with 1deas torever and
ready to become as little (and pre-logical) children Because of the fool-
ishness of 1dealists are 1deas to be tahoo for the adult muind® And, as criccs,
what are we to do with those poems (lthe The Canomzation and Ly crdas)
which could not obtan adnussion by Moore into the anthology but
which very Iikely are the poems we cherish beyond others®

The reputed “innocence” of the aesthenc moment, the “knowledge
without desire” which Schopenhauer praises, must submit to a lhrtle
scrutiny, like anyrhing else that looks too good ro be true We come into
this world as aliens come mto a land which they must conquer 1if they are
to live For native endowment we have an exacting “bielogical” consutu-
non which knows precisely what 1t needs and determines for us owr
mnevitable desires There can be no certamnty that any other impulses are
there, for why should they be? They scarcely belong in the biological
picture Perhaps we are sunply an efficient ammal species, runming
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smoothly, working fast, finding the formuia of Lfe only too easy, and
after a certamn apprenticeship pibing up power and wealth far beyond the
capacity of our appesires to use What will come next? Perhaps poetry, of
the gigantic effort of science begins to seem disproportionate to the
reward, according to a sense of the dummmshing returns But before this
pretty event can come to pass, it 1s possible that every act of actencion
which 1s allowed vs 15 conditioned by a gross and selfish interest

Where 15 mnocence then® The aesthetic moment appears as a cunious
moment of suspension, between the Platomsm 1a us, which ss mulirant,
always sciencing and devouring, and a starved mhiinated aspiration towards
innocence which, 1f it could only be free, would Iike to respect and know
the object as it rught of 1ts own accord reveal itself

The poetic impulse 15 not free, yet it holds out stubbornly agamst science
for the enjoyment of 1ts images It means to reconsttute the world of
perception Finally there 1s suggested some such formula as the following

Science grattfies a rational or practical impulse and exhbibits the wummmum
of perception Art gratzfies a perceprual vmpulse and exhibits the nnmmmm
of reason

Now 1t would be strange 1if poets did not develop many rechnical devices
for the sake of increasing the volume of the peraiprenda or sensibilia 1
wiil name some of them

Frrst Device metre Metre 1s the most obvious device A formal metre
impresses us as a way of regulauing very drastically the matersal, and we
do not stop to remark (that 15, as readers) that 1t has no particular aim
except some nonunal sort of regimentanion It symbolrzes the predatory
method, like a sawmill which intends ro reduce all the trees ro fixed umt
tunbers, and as business men we require some sign of our business But to
the Platonic censor in us 1t gives a false security, for so long as the poet
appears to be working faichfully ar fus metncal engine he 15 lefr compara-
nvely free to attend lovingly to the things that are being mecered, and
metering themn need not really hure them Metre t5 the gentlest violence he
can do them, 1f he 15 expected to do some violence

Second Device fiction The device of the ficton 15 probably no less
smportant and umversal n poetry Qver every poem which looks like a
poem 15 a sign which reads Thus road does not go through to action, fic-
arous Art always sets out to create an “aesthetic distance” between the
object and the subject, and art takes pans to anncunce that 1t 15 not history
The situation treated 1s not quite an actual situarton, for science 15 likely
to have claimed that field, and exiled art, but a fichve or hypothetical one,
so that science 1s less greedy and perception may take hold of 1t But
tn being called fictive or hypothetical the arr-object suffers no disparage-
ment Jr cannot be true in the sense of being acrual, and therefore 1t may
be despised by science But 1t 1s true 1n the sense of being fair or representa-
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tive, in permitting the “illusion of reality”, just as Schopenhauer discovered
that music may symbohze all the modes of existence i the world, and 1n
keeping with the customary demand of the readers of fiction proper, that
it shall be “true to hfe ” The defenders of art must require for 1t from 1ts
practutioners this sort of truth, and must assert of 1t before the world this
digmity If jealous science succeeds m keeping the field of history for its
own exchusive use, it does not therefore anmbilate the arts, for they re-
appear m a field which may be called real though one degree removed
from actuahty There the arts perform their function with much less inter-
ference, and at the same ume with about as much fidelity to the phenom-
enal world as history has

Third Deusce tropes I have named two important devices, 1 am not
prepared to offer the exhaustive st I mention but one other land, the
kind which comprises the figures of speech A proper scientific discourse
has no intention of employing figurative language for 1ts definitive sort of
urterance Figures of speech twist accidence away from the straight
course, as if to intmate astomushing lapses of rationality beneath the smooth
surface of discourse, mviting perceptual attention, and weakeming the
tyranny of science over the senses But I skup the several easier and earhier
figures, which are urmd, and stop on the chmacuc figure, which 15 the
metaphor, with special reference to 1ts consequence, a poetry which once
mn our hustory i produced n a beauniful and abundant exhibit, called
Metaphysical Poetry

And what 15 Meraphysical Poetry?® The term was added to the official
vocabulary of crittcism by Johnson, who probably took 1t from Pope, who
probably took 1t from Dryden, who used it to describe the poetry of a
certain school of poets, thus “He [John Donne] affects the meraphysics,
not only m his satires, but in hus amorous verses, where nature only should
reign In this Mr Cowley has copied him to a fault ” Bur the mean-
mg of meraphysical which was common in Dryden’s ume, having come
down from the Middle Ages through Shakespeare, was simply super-
natural, suraculous The context of the Dryden passage mdtcates it

Specfically, the muraculism arises when the poet discovers by analogy an
identity between objects which is parnial, though 1t should be consider-
able, and proceeds to an 1denufication which 1s complete It is to be con-
trasted with the simile, which says “as if”” or “like,” and 15 scrupulous to
keep the idenafication parttal In Cowley’s passage above,* the lover is say-

4 The paragraph including it has been omutred here The passage runs

Oh take my Heart, and by that means you'll prove
Withun, too stor'd enough of love

Give me but yours, I'll by that change so thrive
That Love 1t all my parts shall hive

So powerful 15 thus my change, it render can

My cmrerdes Wandinn  and wone wnoida RMan
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g, not for the first tine 1n this hrerature “She and 1 have exchanged our
hearts ” What has acrually been exchanged is affections, and affections are
only mn a limited sense the same as hearts Hearts are unlike affections
being engines that pump blood and form body, and 1t 15 a muracle if the
poet represents the lady’s affection as rendering her nside into man But
he succeeds, with this mixture, n deposinng with us the image of a very
powerful affecaon

From the strict point of view of literary crittcism i1t must be mnsisted that
the miraculism which produces the humblest concerr 1s the same mracu-
lism which supplies to religions their substantive conteat (This 15 sad to
assert the digmty not of the conceits but of the rehgions ) It 1s the poet and
nobody else who gives to the God a narure, a form, facuines, and a history,
to the God, most comprehensive of all terms, which, if there were no
poetic impulse to actualize or “find” Him, would remain the driest and
deadest among Platontc 1deas, with all mtenston sacrificed to infinre ex-
tension The myths are concens, born of meraphors Religions are pertod-
ically produced by poets and destroyed by naturalists Religion depends
for its ontological validity upon a hterary understanding, and that 15 why
1t 18 frequently muunderstond The metaphysical poets, perhaps like ther
spiritwal fathers the mediaeval Schoolmen, were under no illusions about
thts They rccogmized myth, as they recogmized the conceits, as a device of
expression, 1ts sanctity as the consequence of its public or social impertance

But whether the topics be Gods or amorous experiences, why do poets
resort to miracuhsm?® Hardly for the purpese of controverting natural fact
or scientific theory Rehigion pronounces about Geod only where science 1s
silent and philasophy 15 negauive, for a posiive s wanted, that 15, a God
who has fus being in the physical world as well as 1n the world of prinei-
ples and abstractions Likewise with the lietle secular enterprises of poetry
Mot now are the poets so brave, not for a very long time have they been so
brave, as to dispute the scientists on what they call their “truth”, though
1t 15 a pity that the statement cannot be turned around Poets will concede
that every act of science 1s legittmate, and has 1ts efficacy The metaphysi-
cal poets of the seventeenth century particularly admired the methodology
of science, and 1n fact they copied 1t, and their phrasing 1s often technucal,
spare, and polysyllabic, though they are not repeatung actual science but
making those metaphorical substitutions that are so arresting

The mtention of Metaphysical Poetry 15 to complement science, and
improve discourse Naturalistic discourse 1s incomplete, for either of two
reasons It has the mumimum of physical content and starves the sensibility,
or 1t has the maximuam, as if to avoid the appearance of evi], but is laborious
and pontless Platonic poetry ts too idealistic, bur Physical Poetry too
realistic, and realism 15 tedious and does not maintain interest The poets
therefore introduce the psychological device of the nuracle The predica-
non which 1t pernuts 1s clean and quick but 1t 1s not a sciennfic predicavon
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For a scienufic predicatton concludes an act of attention but muraculism
imtiates ong It leaves us looking, marvelling, and revelling in the thick
dimghch substance that has just recerved its strange representatton

Let me suggest as a last word, m deference to a common Puritan scruple,
that the predication of Metaphysical Poetry 1s true enough It 1s not true
like history, but no poetry 1s true in that sense, and only a part of science
It 15 true mn the pragmanc sense m which some of the generahzations of
science are true it accomplishes precisely the sort of representation that it
means to It suggests to us that the object 1s perceptually or physically re-
markable, and we had better attend to 1t

The end of poetry

It will be seen that Ransom shares Richards’ concern to differentiate
poetic from scientific discourse, and that he shares also Arnold’s view
that the way poetry operates 1s the way that religion operates or should
operate But Ransom’s view of three kinds of poetry, of which, m his
view, only the last 1s truly and properly poetry, springs from a cntical
method equally different from that of Richards and that of Arnold
Physical Poetry would be the real thing, but 1t 15 really scarcely pos-
sible, and 1if 1t were 1t would be tedious, Platonmic Poetry 1s poetry
usurping the function of science and etiucs, Metaphysical Poetry, be-
cause 1t uses “miraculism,” the extended metapheor, the partial analogy
treated as an identity, 15 troest poetry because 1t initiates attention, 1t
startles into new awareness of the dmglchkest, the “thingishness,” of 1ts
subject The function of poetry 1s thus seen to be to compel attention
poetry s a special way of drawmg attention to things But Ransom
does not start by asserting this, and then go on to discuss which kind
of poetry best achieves this function He does not mvestigate the merits
of what he calls physical, Platonic, and metaphysical poetry from this
pomnt of view Physical poetry 15 inadequate, Platonic poetry 1s “malev-
olently” something else than poetry, and meraphysical poetry provides
devices to make physical poetry arresting, it makes poetry arresting
by startling us mto a special kind of perception through its “muracuo-
hsm ” Therefore the starthing mnto perception, the mviration to percep-
tual or physical awareness, 15 the function of poetry The function of
poetry 1s to persuade us that its subject 1s worth attending to, and s
discovered at the end of a discussion of the kinds of poetry

It 15 interesung that the more limited the function which the crine
assigns to poetry, the more scrupulous he s 1n removing nval func-
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tions Ransom gets much more heated in disposing of Platonic poetry
than, say, Sidney does anywhere n the Defence of Poeste, yer the
funcuion which Sidney*assigns to poctry—that of leading men to the
good hife—was the highest possible one Yet for Sudney, to lead men
to the good life was the function of afl worthy human activities
poetry could only be defended 1f 1t also achieved this, and 1t could
be exalted only 1f st achieved 1t better than anything else For Ransom,
as for many modern crincs, the himitation of poetry’s funcnon 15 also
its pnme justification Nothing else does what poetry does, and that
1s why poetry 1s so valuable—not simply for what 1t does, but because
what 1t does 15 unique Poetry invites attention, m a way no other kind
of discourse can

Of course, earlier critics had also claimed a special functuon for
poetry Coleridge too had made a careful disuncuion between the
funcrion of poctry and the funcaon of historseal or scienofic discourse
Nevertheless, for Coleridge the poetic faculty operared i wider fields
than m just poetry that was hss reason for making the distinction
between a poem and poetry For Ransom, the “miraculism” which 1s
the sign of true poetry also operates in myths and religions bur that
1s not because poetry, mythology, and religion are reflections of one
wider activity bur simply because myths and rehgions, where they are
of any wnterest and value at all, are poctry Poetry s not exalted by
making it religron religion 1s saved by showing that 1t 1s poetry

The mode of existense of a literary work?®

What, 1t mught be asked, 15 the poem that Ransom, or, for that matter,
that Richards talks about® Is 1t a collecrion of words on paper, a
collection of sounds 1n the ear, the starte of mind of the author ar the
time of wrniting or of the reader at the tme of reading, or what? It 15
clearly not mercly the series of marks on paper which construte the
printed or written work, for a poem or a story may be recited orally
and never written down The visual shape of a poem may contribure
an element to the total meaning, but it clearly cannot be equated with
the poem (Perhaps it should be mentioned that the term poem 15
being used here, as so often throughour this book, to mean any work
of imaginatave literature ) Agam, while the sound of words often plays

5For a suggesuve discussion of ths question sce René Wellek, “The Mode of

Existence of a Luerary Work,” Southern Review, Spring 1942, reprmnted a5 chapter
12 of Fheary of Literature
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an important part 1n the total significance of 2 poem, no poem 1s sunply
a series of sounds, if 1t were, then translation would be impossible Nor
can the poem be identified with the state of mind, or mtention, of the
writer, because that 1s primarily a biographical question and 1t 1s ob-
viously absurd to maintain that we cannot know what, say, “Lycidas”
really 1s unless and untill we can answer the biographical question of
whether Milton was really upset about the death of Edward King But
again, the stare of mind of the author clearly has some connection with
the nature and sigmficance of the work he creates As for the srate
of mind of the reader, 1t 15 notorious that that vares between one reader
and another, and if the “real” poem were the reader’s experience mn
reading 1t, then every poem would exist in as many numbers as 1t had
readers

The answer to this question—what 13 the mode of existence of a
work of literary art®—1s not easy to give, though we might feel that the
question is an academic one or even that the answer 1s obvious though
not easily formulated What 1s a Greek poem to someone who knows
no Greek? Is 1t possible to write a great poem 1n 2 language invented
by the poer and known only to him? One has only to pose these ques-
tions to reahize that, whatever else a poem may be, 1t 15 2 complex of
meanings, and as meanmgs are conveyed through language, and
language as a means of commumceanon can only exist 1f 1t 15 used m
common by a number of people, a poem n a completely unknown
language® 1s not a poem to us A poem exists as a group of words
(spoken or written or both or actually one and potenually the other)
capable, in view of public agreement as to what the words mean, in
view of the additional shades and tones of meanmng the words have
acquired through their use m previows hterature and through the
special way the author combines them in this poem, and 1n view of
certain common experiences or attitudes or mental or imagmative
potentialities hinking poet and reader, of producing m the reader a set
of significant 1nteracting meanings (one need not add “and emotions,”
because while an emotion or set of emotions may result from one’s
grasp of the mearing of a poem, and while rhythmic and other sound
effects may contribute to the totahty of meaming grasped by the
reader, these emonions result from the reading of the poem and are

885 unknown, thar 1s, that one cannot even guess at the sounds, and can see 1t
only as a pattern of marks on paper A poem communicated orally 1n an unknown
hanguage can have some sort of mearung as sound, bur that weuld certainly not be

the total meaning of the poem and perhaps, without any other meaning to nterpret
1t, 6o pare of the meaning of the poem atag?,
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not part of its essence) Might we not, then, say that a poem exists as
a complex of potential meamng? If the human race were wiped out
tomorrow, Shakespeare’s plays would still exist as complexes of poten-
tial meamng, though the meaning would never become actual What
did the world look like before there were any seeing creatures on 1t?
A meamngless question, perhaps, a thing must be seen, ar capable of
being seen, before 1t can be smd to look hike anything A poem must
have an audience, at least a potential audience, before 1t can have a
meanung The 1deal of the modern analytic critic, with his concern to
wdenufy every element in the total complex of meaning, 1s to be every
member of that potential audience at once The reason—or one reason
—why the experience of the reader cannot be taken to be the “real”
poem 15 that the real poem s larger than the experence of any given
reader, 1t contains the possibility of more experiences than any one
reader could get from it The total complex of potential meaning
which 15 a poem can never be made actual by any given reader (which
15 one important difference between a poem and, say, a piece of
yournalistic prose) Modern analytic criticism, of the kind discussed
the following chapter and 1n chapter 15, tries by dehiberate investiga-
tion to dig out the whole complex of potential meamng and thus to
act the part of many different “partial” readers ssmuleaneously

Benedetto Croce’s theory of the nature and value of poetry has not
been discussed 1n this book; for several reasons, the most important being
that we are concerned here wich self-contamned theorses of imagmantive
literature rather than wath theorses of esthetics generally To consider
the nature of artistic experience or cxpression as a whole before distun-
gushing each of the different arts, with poetry one of them, 15 a
fundamentally different kind of procedure than any of those we have
been concerned to examine, and, it can be argued, a less fruitful pro-
cedure for the hterary crniic Nevertheless, Croce’s answer to this
question of the mode of existence of a work of hterature 15 worth
noting For Croce, esthetsc intuition 1s a umque category of experence,
and 1t accounts for both the experience of the poet and the nature of
his expression of that experience 1n the poem, incuition and expression
are identified, and in talking about one the critic must talk about the
other The essential mode of existence of the poem must, then, for
Croce, be 1n the state of mund of the poet, of which the poem 15 an
objectfication, and secondanly n the state of mind of the sensitive
reader who reconstructs the poet’s original experience when he reads
the poet’s objectification of 1t.



‘The poet

and lus medium

E QuoTeDp T S Eliot i the previous chapter
“The poet has not a ‘personality’ to express, but a particular medum,
"7 The poet’s medum s, of course, language, and all critics agree
that poets use language racher differently from those who write sumply
to convey factual information But not all eritics have agreed that the
poet’s way of using language constitutes his sole or his major distin-
gusshung quality

The potentialities of language

For Sidney the content was ar least equally important the poet was
one who used language so as to present an edif ying world persuasively,
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‘0 Dryden, at least the dramatic poet had the duty of presenting a yust
nd hvely 1mage of human nature, and his use of language was a means
»f making lively what knowledge and observation had already made
iust, to Wordsworth, the state of the poet’s mmnd was more important
*han his way of handling words Colenidge, with his belief i organic
tmty, saw the poet’s use of language as essentially bound up with
the way his mmagmation worked and his production came mto ex-
stence, and Shelley saw primitive language as the exercise of the
creative imagmation, but nesther of them went so far as to say that
fascination with the potenniahities of words 15 the mark of the true
poet Even Pope, who mamtained that the poet’s duty was to produce
“what oft was thought but ne’er so well expressed” did not sce the poct
as 2 man primarily haunted by words Bur in the process of differen-
natig poetic statement from scientific statement, and of removing
poetry from the rcalm of what Ransom called the “Platonie,” many
modern critics have been led to some such position

But this does not mean that poetry 1s merely an mngemous game
played with words Poetry is not science, or rheteric, or moral philoso-
phy, but 1t 15 equally 1f not more important W H Auden once wrote

“Why do you want to write poetrv?” If the young man answers “1
have smportant things to say,” then he 15 not a poet If he answers “I like

hanging around words listening to what they say,” then mavbe he s gong
to be a poet !

But Auden also wrote m the same essay

Two theories of poetry Poetry as a magical means for mducing desir-
able emotions and repelling undesirable emotions in oneself and others, or
Poetry as a game of knowledge, 2 bringing to consciousness, by naming
them, of emonions and their hidden relationstups

The first view was held by the Grecks, and 15 now held by MGM, Agit-
Prop, and the collective pubhc of the waorld They are wrong

On this view poetry 1s a form of cognition, the poet uses language
as a method of discovery To quote Auden agan

How can I know what I think till | see what I say? A poet writes “The
chestnut’s comfortable root” and then changes this to “The chestnut’s cus-

1 “Squares and Oblongs” from Posts at Work, copynghe, 1948, by Harcourr, Brace
and Company, Inc
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tomary root ” In this alteration there 1s no question of replacing one emo-
tion by another, or of strengthemung an emonon, but of discovening what
the emotion 1s The emotion 1s unchanged, bur waiting to be 1denufied like
a telephone number one cannot remember “8357 No, that’s not 1t 8557,
8457, no, 1t’s on the up of my tongue, wair a moment, I've gor 1ir, 8657
That’sit.”

And again

If T understand what Anstotle means when he speaks of catharsss, I can
only say he 1s wrong It 1s an effect produced, not by works of art, but
by bull-fights, professional football matches, bad movies and, 1n those who
can stand that sort of thing, monster rallies at which ten thousand gurl
guides form themselves mto the national flag

For John Crowe Ransom, metaphysical poetry—which he takes to
be the ighest form of poctry—‘“suggests to us that the object 15 per-
ceptually or physically remarkable, and we had better attend to 1c”
In that hes us funcrion and s value Auden’s view, though by no
means 1dentical with this, 1s n the same general class, the class of poetc
theories which see the distinguishing nature and value of poetry 1n the
way it handles words and the way reahity 15 explored through the ex-
ploitation of certamn potentialities of language

The function of wrony

Some modern cntics have narrowed down thewr defimtion of poetry
to emphasize the special kind of paradox and double meamng with
which a poem expresses a situation These critics stress the importance
of a close and subtle reading of the text of a poem m order to demon-
strate the wonical overtones and the paradoxical wmphcations which
they see as fundamental to adequate poetic utterance “A poem, to be
good,” declared Robert Penn Warren in his lecture on “Pure and
Impure Poetry™ delivered at Princeton m 1942 and published m The
Kenyon Review, “must earn wself 7 And by this be meant that it must
not simply state 1ts author’s emotional convictions in easy generalities,
but must come to terms wath all alternatives that threaten those con-
victions by mncluding them n some way n the poetic statement “Po-
etry does not inhere n any parnicular element but depends upon the set
of relationships, the structure, which we call the poem.” Mr Warren
proceeds to explain:
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Then the question arises what elements cannot be used 1n such a
strucrure? I should answer that nothing that 1s available i human ex-
penience 15 to be legislated out of poetry This does not mean that any-
thing can be used m any poem, or that some materials or elements may
not prove more recalcitrant than others, or that it might not be easy to
have too much of some things But it does mean that, granted certain
contexts, any sort of matenal, a chemtcal formula for instance, might ap-
pear functionally m a poem It also may mean that, other things being
equal, the greatness of 2 poet depends upon the extent of the area of ex-
perience which he can master poetically

Can we make generahizations about the nature of the poenc structure?
First, 1t involves resistances, at vanious levels There 1s the tension between
the rhythm of the poem and the rhythm of speech (a rension which 1s
very low ar the extreme of free verse and at the extreme of verse such as
that of Ulalume, which verges toward a walloping doggerel}, between the
formality of the rhythm and the informality of the language, between the
parucular and the general, the concrete and the abstract, berween the ele-
ments of even the simplest metaphor, between the beauuful and the ugly,
berween 1deas , berween the elements involved in irony , between
prosaisms and poeticisms Thus bst 15 not ntended 1o be exhaustive, 1t
15 intended to be merely suggestive But it may be taken to imply that the
poet 1s hike the jiuptsu expert, he wins by unhzing the resistance of his
opponent—the matenals of the poem

[Poets] have not only tried to say what they mean, they have tried
to prove what they mean The saint proves his vision by stepping cheer-
fu!ly nro the fires The poet, somewhat less spectacularly, proves his
vision by submutting 1t to the fires of irany—to the drama of his structure
—n the hope that the fires will refine st In other words, the poet wishes
to idicate that his vision has been earned, thar it can survive reference to
the complexities and contradictions of expenence And wony 1s one such
device of reference

The emphasis here 15 on poetic structure The good poem 15 so
organized that the interplay between its elements sets up a complex of
meaning m which the poet wms through to hus final utterance Irony
and paradox are important because they are devices for including or at
least for taking account of all attitudes which threaten the one as-
surhed by the poet in the poem To take an oversunphfied example
if the poet can laugh at humself at the same time as he 15 being senously
passionate in a love poem, he anticipates the possible laughrer of others
and insures himself agamnse parody. It 1s a kind of homeopathic treat-
ment. The naive poet, who does not, o his organization of mmages and
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his other poetic devices, take account of the waimg parodist or the
potential mocker, will write a poem that slides too easily toward its
meaning, 2 poem which will be likely to depend *wpon stock marerials
and stock responses [and so become] simply a toboggan shde, or a fall
through space ”

Poetry and paradox

Though such a view seems at first sight to be concerned only with
lyrical poetry, where wromic tensions can be found m the treatment of
rhythms and imagery, 1t can be expanded to include all unaginative
Iiterature For the devices which malke for rension may be in the strue-
ture of a novel or a play as well as in that of a poem, in the recurrent
images or adjectnves with which a characeer 15 described, m the way
m which descriprion of the natural or social background 1s related to
the presentation of the characters and the action, and so on But the
modern critics who hold this position have preferred on the whole ro
illustrate st with reference to poems, perhaps because, while it 1 not
duifficult ro show thar these elements exist in other forms of unagmnanve
lirerature, 1t 15 less convincing to suggest that these elements constitute
the only significant differentiating qualities of a good play or novel
Buc it has been more than once argued that these elements do consutute
the differentiating qualities of a good poem Consuder, for example, the
arguments put forward by Cleanth Brooks in his book The Well
Wrowught Urn (1947) 2

Few of us are prepared to accept the starement thae rhe language af
poetry ss the Janguage of paradox Paradow 1s the language of sophistry,
hard, bright, witty, 1t 15 hardly the language of the soul We are willing to
allow that paradox s 2 permmssible weapon which a Chesterton may on
oCeasion explmt We may permit 1t i epigram, a specsa[ qubvarlety of
poetry, and 1n satre, which though useful, we are hardly willing ro sllow
to be poetry atall Our prejudices force us to regard paradox as intellectual
rather than emotional, clever rather than profound, raronal rather than
divinely irrational

Yert there 15 a sense in which paradox 15 the language appropnate and
mevitable to poetry It 1s the sciennst whose truth requires a language
purged of every trace of paradox, apparently the truth which the poet
utters can be approached only i terms of paradox I overstate the case, to

2From The Well Wrought Usn, copynghe, 1947, by Cleanth Brooks Reprinted by
perrussion, of Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc , Denms Dobson Ltd
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be sure, 1t 1s possible that the ttde of this chapter [*The Language of Para-
dox”] 15 ivelf to be treated as merely a paradox But there are reasons for
thunking that the overstaterment which I propose may hght up some ele-
ments 1n the natare of poetry which tend to be overlooked

The case of Willlam Wordsworth, for instance, 15 mstructive on this
point His poerry would not appear to promise many examples of the
language of paradox He usually prefers the direct attack He mnsises on
simplicity, he distruses whatever seems sophistical And yet the rypical

Wordsworth poem 1s based upon a paradoxical sitvanion Consider hus
celebraced

Tt1s 2 beauteous evening, calm and free,
The holy ume 15 quier as 2 Nun
Breithless with aderanion

The poet s filled wich w orshup, but the girl who walks beside him s not
worshlppmg The imphcaaon s that she should respond to the holy ume,
and become like the evening iself, nunlike, but she seems less worshipful
than inammate nature itself Yet

If thon appear untouched by solemn thought,
Thy nature 13 not thercfore fess divine

Thou hest it Abraham’s bosom all the  car,
And worship'st at the Temple's inner shirine,
God being with thee when wi know it not

The underlying paradox {of which the enthusastc reader may well be
uncenscious) 1s neverthddess thoroughly neccssary, even for that reader
Why does the mnocent girl worstup more deeply than the self-conscious
poct who walks besde hes? Because she s filled with an unconscious
sy mpathy for all of nature, not merely the grindiose and solemn One
remembers the lines from Wordsworth’s friend, Coleridge

He pravest best, who loveth bese
All things both grear and small

Her unconscious sympathy 1s the unconscious worship She 15 i com-
mumon with nature “all the year,” and her devouon s continual whereas
that of the poet » sporadic and momentary But we have not done with
the paradox yet It not only underhes the poem, but something of the
paradox mforms the poem, though, since this 15 Wordsworth, rather
omidly, The companson of the evening to the nun actually has more than
one dimenston The calm of the evening obviously means “worship,” even
to the dull-witred and insensitive It corresponds to the trappings of the
nun, visible to everyone Thus, it suggesm not m::relPr 1Iﬁ&gﬁ.&f but, n the
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total poem, even a hint of Pharasaical holiness, with which the girl’s care-
less innocence, itself a symbol of her conunual secret svorship, stands
mcontrast . . .

Mzr. Brooks then proceeds to demonstrate the paradoxical elements
in Wordsworth’s sonnet, “Composed upon Westminster Bridge "

Ir 15 not my intention to exaggerate Wordsworth’s own consciousness
of the paradox mvolved In this poem, he prefers, as s usual with him, the
frontal attack But the sicuation is paradoxical here as in so many of his
poems In his preface to the second edition of the Lyrical Ballads Words-
worth stated that his general purpose was “to choose incidents and situa-
tions from common hfe” but so to treat them that “ordinary things should
be presented to the mind 1n an unusual aspect ” Colersdge was to state the
purpose for him later, 1n terms which make even more evident Words-
worth's exploitation of the paradoxical “Mr Wordsworth was to
propose to humself as his object, to give the charm of novelty to things of
every day by awakemng the mind’s artention from the lethargy of
custom, and directing 1t to the loveliness and the wonders of the world be-
foreus " Wordsworth, in short, was consciously atcempnng to show hus
audience that the common was really uncommon, the prosaic was
really poetic

Coleridge’s terms, “the charm of novelty to things of every day,” “awak-
enmg the mmd,” suggest the Romantic preeccnpation with wonder—the
surprise, the revelation which puts the tarmished farmhar world 1n a new
hght This may well be the raison d'étre of most Romantic paradoxes, and
yet the neo-classic poets use paradox for much the same reason Consider
Pope’s ines from The Essay on Man

In doubt his Mind or Body to prefer,
Born but to die, and reas'ming but to err,
Alke 1n 1gnorance, his Reason such,
‘Whether he thinks roo little, or too much

Created half to rise, and half to fall,

Great Lord of all things, yet a Prey to all,
Sole Judge of Truth, m endless Ecrror hurl'd,
The Glory, Jest, and Riddle of the world'

Here, 1t 1s true, the paradoxes mnsist on the wrony, rather than the wonder
But Pope #bo might have claimed that he was treating the things of every
day, man himself, and awakemng his mind so that he would view himself
a new and bhnding Irght Thus, there 1s a certain awed wonder 1n Pope
just as there 15 2 certamn trace of wony implicit m the Wordsworth son-
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nets There 15, of course, no reason why they should not occur together,
and they do Wonder and rrony merge m many of the lyrics of Blake,
they merge in Colendge’s Arncient Marmer The vanations 1n emphasis are
numerous Gray’s Elegy uses a typical Wordsworth “situation” with the
rural scene and with peasants contemplated n the hght of thewr “betters ”
But mn the Elegy the balance 1s heavily tilted in the direction of 1rony, the
revelation an romic rather than a starthing one

Can storied um or atumated bust

Back to :ts mansion call che fleeting breath?
Can Honour’s voice provoke the silent duse?
Or Flatt’ry sooth the dull cold ear of Death?

Buc I am not here mterested in enumerating the possible varatons, I am
mterested rather in our seeing that the paradoxes spring from the very
nature of the poet’s language it 15 a language 1n which the connotations
play as grear a part as the denotations And I do not mean that the connota-
tions are important as supplying some sort of frill or tnmming, something
external to the real matter i hand 1 mean that the poet does not use a
notation at all—as the screntist may properly be said ro do so The poer,
within hrmuts, has to make up tus [anguage as he goes

T 5 Lot has commented upon “that perpetual shght alteration of
language, words perpetually juxtaposed in new and sudden combinations,”
which occur 1n poetry It s perpetual, it cannot be kept out of the poem,
1t can only be dirccred and controlled The tendency of science 15 neces-
sanly to stabibze terms, to freeze them mto strict denorations, the poet’s
tendency 1s by contrast distuptive The terms are contnually modifying
each other, and thus violatng their dictionary meanings To take a very
simple example, consider the adjectives m the first lines of Wordsworth's
evening sonnet beauteous, calm, free, holy, qutet, breathless The juxta-
posinans are hardly startling, and yet notice this the evenung 15 Iike a nun
breathless with adoration The adjective “breathless” suggests tremendous
excitement, and yet the evening 1s not anly quiet but calm There 1s no
final contradicrion, to be sure 1t 15 that kind of catm and shar lond of ex-
citement, and the two states may wel! occur together But the poet has no
one term Even if he had a polysyllabic technica] term, the term would
not provide the solution for his problem He must work by contradiction
and qualification

We may approach the problem in this way the poet has to work by
analogies All of the subtler states of emotion, asT A Richards has pointed
out, nccessanly demand metaphor for thewr expression The poet must
work by analogtes, but the metaphors do not e in the same plane or fit
neatly edge to edge There 1s 2 conunuous tilting of the planes, necessary

A
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overlappings, discrepanctes, contradictions Even the most direct and
simple poet 1s forced mio paradoxes far more often than we think, if we
are sufficiently alive to what he 15 doing

But 1n dilaung on the difficulties of the poet’s task, I do not want to
leave the impression that 1t 1s a task which necessarily defeats um, or even
that with his method he may not win to a fine precision To use Shake-
speare’s figure, he can

with assays of bias
By indirections find directions oae

Shakespeare naa m mind the game of lawnbowls in which the bowl 1s dss-
tarted, a distortion which allows the skallful player to bowl a curve To
elaborate the figure, science makes use of the perfect sphere and 1ts arrack
can be direct The method of art can, 1 behieve, never be direct—is always
mdirect But thar does not mean that the master of the game cannot place
the bowl where he wants it The serious difficulties will only occur when
he confuses the game with that of science and mistakes the nature of his
appropnate mnstruament

1 have said thac even the apparently simple and seraightforward poet 1s
forced into paradoxes by the nature of his mstrument Seeing this, we
should not be surprised to find poers who consciously employ it to gain a
compression and precision gtherwise unobtammable Such a method, fike
any other, carries with 1t 1ts own perils But the dangers are not cverpower-
ing, the poem ts not predeterruned to 2 shallow and glirtering soplustry

The method 15 an extension of the normal language of poetry, not a perver-
sion of 1t

‘We notice 1n ths critical position the same msistence on the need to
dufferentiate poetsic from scientific discourse that we found m Richards
—and m Coleridge But the method of differentiation 1s not the same as
Richards’, though 1t has pomts of simlarities with 1t (and Rachards
was clearly one of the influences which helped to shape Mr Brooks’
theory) and it s even further removed from that of Coleridge Science
says things exphcitly, directly, sumply, m “notational” language, poetry
expresses 1self paradoxically, wonically, indirectly, obhquely i lan-
guage which, far from having a one-for-one correspondence with what
1t denotes, creates 1ts own meanings as it moves If on this view poetry
becomes simply a specal way of using language, i must also be remem-
bered that language used 1n this way develops and presents attitudes
which could not be developed and presented 1n any other form of dis-
course Though Mr Brooks and those who take his position appear to
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be concentrating entirely on the poet’s inguistic and structural devices,
that 1s because they consider these matters to have recewved less than
their due share of ateentibn rather than because they consider that that
s all that poctry 15 It 15 a question of emphasis you can say that poetry
operates 1n this way, and 1 doing so achieves and presents certan kinds
of msight, or you can say that poetry seeks to achieve and present
certain lands of msight and in order to do so it has to operate m this
way A cogmuve theory of poetry—a view of poetry as a special kind
of knowledge—1s not mcompatible with a view of poetry as paradox,
though st nught reasonably be clasmed that to emphasize paradox ex-
clusively and present 1t as the sole or ar least as the major differentiating
quality of poetry 1s not only to concentrate on the means poetry em-
ploys rather than on 1ts end (and that 1s legitimate enough, for 1t can
fairly be urged that the end can only be properly understood i terms
of the means) but to oversimphfy the whole situation by maintaming
that onc among several kinds of means 1s the only one that really mat-
ters But sometunes this hind of overemphasts and oversmplification
1s necessary 1f readers are to be roused out of their preconceptions to
consider a new point of view

Metaphor, symbol and myth

Modcrn mterest i the charactenstically poetic way of using language,
a way which by its devices for setting up whole seties of interacting
suggesttons differs from the simple denotational use of words found m
ordmary expository discourse, naturally leads to inquiry nto the func-
tion of metaphor and symbol m poctic language and to a new interest
m the nature of myth Metaphor s a devace for expanding meaning, for
saymg scveral things at once, for producing “ambivalence” (to use that
favorite term of modern cninicism), and demonstration of how meta-
phorical expression can help to achieve richness and subtlety of 1mpl-
cation 1s 2 major concern of the contemporary cnne Imagery, too, 15
a common subject of mvesugation Caroline Spurgeon, sn her studies
of Shakespeare’s imagery,? showed how recurring smages of a certam

3 Leading Motwwes m the Mnacgery of Shakespeare’s Tragedies, Oxford, 1ig30,
Shakerpeare's Inuxgery and What It Tells Us, Cambridge, 1935 See also G Wilson
l{miuq The Wheel of Fire, Oxford, 1930 Knighe 15 concerned to investigate the

symbolic imagery of Shakespearcs plays 1n his later books (The Burmng Oracle,
1939, The Starlr Dome, 1941} he apphes the method to other poets
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kind can give a charactenistic tone, and a whole set of echoing mean-
ings, to 2 play (as Hamlet 15 dominated by images of disease, Trotus
and Cressida by images of food and digestion, and so on) Crities have
become mterested m the symbolic aspects of imagery, and the practice
of many modern poets, especially of Yeats, with his deliberate use of
symbolic images, has encouraged such interest This links up, too, with
psychological mterest m why certain nnages and symbols affect us as
they do, Maud Bodkin’s Archetypal Patterns m Poetry (Oxford,
1934), following m some degree the psychological theories of Carl
Jung, explores the sigmficance of recurring images and situations
which, by malking contact with some prumitive and elemental aspect of
man, can always be counted on to have an effect

The ambuvalent, suggestive, symbolic aspects of poetic language re-
late, 1t 15 often held, to more primitive ways of knowing and communi-
cating than 1s represented by ordinary prose discourse {(compare
Shelley’s view of the nature and ongin of language), and interest in
this relation has led modern criticism into an mvestigation of the nature
of myth Literary criticism here makes contact with anthropology as
well as with psychology, though myth to the modern crtic 1s not so
much the myth of folklore and religion as a kind of symbohe situation
produced by the proper use of “archetypal” imagery * (Myth n the
anthropological sense, however, has been used by modern poets, nota-
bly by T S Ehot in The Waste Land ) Thus the exploration of the
way m which the hiterary artist uses words, and the concern to distin-
guish that way from the more ordmary forms of communicarion n
language, have led m a number of direcions and added some new terri-
tory to the area of the critic’s mnquury

48ee Richard Chase, “Notes on the Study of Myth,” Partisan Rewviero, XHT (1946),
238-247, Phthip Wheelwright, “Poetry, Myth, and Reality,” in The Language of
Poetry (ed Tate, Prnceton Umversity Press, 1942), pp 3-33 For some searching
(bur dufficult) 1nvestgations into the symbolic aspects of language and meaning, see
Kenneth Burke, The Phiosopby of Lsterary Eorm (Lonumma State Unuversity
Press, 1941) and A Granonar of Motves (New York, Prentice-Hall, 1945)
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Dractical Criticism






Introduction

THE DISTINCTION between critical theory and cratrcal
practice s 1n large degree aruficial, but 1t 1s one which 1t 1s often help-
ful to draw Few critics have been able to engage i the asscssment of
mdividual works of literature without at some pomt discussing the
principles on which they base therr judgment, and similarly 1t 1s diffi-
cult to nquire into the nature and value of hiterature without occasion-
ally dlustrauing your theories by concrete examples, as Aristotle does
n the Poetics Nevertheless, to ask what literature #5 and to mquure into
the ment of a partcular work are two different kinds of actvity, how-
ever imtimately refated they may be, and to separate them makes for
clanty of understanding

Thus, though the reader will note in the followmg pages many
digressions from practice mnto theory and back agam, he will also, 1t 15
hoped, be able to clarify s mind about the kinds of skill required by
the practical crninc as distinet from the philosophical mquirer into
hterary value To follow the practical critic m action and to observe
the kinds of mformation he draws on, the uses he makes of comparison
and contrast, the ways it which he makes description contribute to
evaluation, give both an awareness of different eritscal methods and an
appreciation of how judgments of particular works can be arrived at
and demonstrated, which no amount of purely “ontological” inquury
can yicld Further, while we may take our general view of the nature
and value of biterature from some philosopher or esthetician who has
mmpressed and convinced us, we are regularly called upon to make our
own evaluation of particular works we can be good readers without
an oniginal esthetic, but we cannot be good readers without the ability
to judge for ourselves as we read That ability 15 best cultivated by
observing closely how practical criticism 1s successfully done






The establishment

of a critical scene

N Part ONE we have considered some different
ways in which critics have answered the questions concerning the na-
ture and value of imagnanive lirerature We have seen how often critics
have been led to give thewr views of what poetry 15 and what good it 1s
by their desire to defend 1t against the atracks of those who considered
it useless or sammoral or 1n some other way undesirable In ages when
poetry or imagmative hiterature as such 1s not subject to attack, when
it 15 produced freely and abundantly for a public which takes 1t for
granted as a natural part of its cwvilization, philosophical defense tends
to give way to practical discussion, to evaluation of particular works,
to consideration of ways of wnting well, to study of the tricks of the
writer’s trade and hints to literary aspirants on how to master their art,
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The scope of practical criticsism

Thus on the very threshold of the greatest phase of Elizabethan htera-
ture, just before Shakespeare appeared on the scene and Spenser wrote
his macurer work, Sidney produced his Apologie for Poetrie, while a
generation later Ben Jonson was notng down his Tumber, or Dis-
coverzes,! a senies of observations on literature and writers which con-
centrated on practical criticism, or at least on questions of more interest
to the practicing wrieer than to the philosopher And toward the end
of the seventeenth century in England, when the tremendous Ehza-
bethan achievement lay mn the past to be looked back on and compared
with the product of the Jacobean period and with the very different
literature of the Restoration, John Dryden turned to practical craticism
with a zest and 2 versaulity which were only possible 1n an age which
on the one hand took the production of hrerature absolutely for
granted and on the other had sufficient different kinds of hiterature
available to 1t from 1ts own literary development to be led naturally
to comparisons between the meruts of different styles and different
conventions [:ljrydcn 15 the first great practical critse in English Itera-
ture, it does not detract m the least from his gemus to suggest thar
his most impressive critical qualities—his breadth of view, his skill at
comparison, his sense of changing artistic conventions, his readiness to
hear new evidence and 1if necessary change his mind, hus concern with
the practical questions of crafrsmanship—could not have emerged at
an earhier period m Enghsh heerature, for it required the awareness of
a contmuous but changing literary tradition operating m almost con-
stant excitement for well over a century to sumulate this kind of
critical acn“?(gAHd for the man of letters, as distract from the phr-
losopher, thus kind 1s more interesting than the theorizing of those who
mnquire into the nature and value of imagmative Iiterature Further, the
kinds of question Lable to be asked by the criie moving confidently
among works of his owr and previous ages, of his own and other
countres, are remarkably varied i extent and n scope To ask not what
poetry in general 15 but how good 15 this particular poem is to move
from the descriptive to the normative, from the abstract question of
being to the concrete evaluation of particular examples, with all the
comparisons, contrasts, demonstrations, analyses, illustrations, 2nd

1 First published posthumously 1n 1641 Ben Jonson lived from 1573 to 1637
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sense of commitment which such a procedure nvolves, 1s to leave the
rarefied air of theoretical speculation for the hot arcna of day-to-day
literary activity Once one 1s there, there 1s no himut to the number of
questions that can be asked Not only “How good 1s this work and
why?" and “How do we differentiate between the good and the less
good?”’ are the subjects for debate, but such matters are discussed as
the relation between works of hirerarure and other phases of culture,
psychological questions concerning the way the creative writer oper-
ates, sociological questions about the way in which his place in soctety
affects his way of writing, semantic questions about what happens to
language when it 15 employed 1n a certain way, historical questions
about the effect of a writer’s age on his language, his hirerary conven-
tions, and his 1deas, texrual and bibhographical inquiries nto the ac-
curacy of the transmitted text, biographical investiganion nto the rela-
tion between a writer's life and his work None of these 15 directly
relevant to an assessment of the value of a literary work, but practical
criticism Ieads to all of them at some point or another and they all have
their indirect relevance to the onginal question “How good 15 1t2” For
example, before one can fairly ask how good a work 15, one must be
sure one knows what it 15 do we understand 1t anghe? —perhaps words
have changed their meanmg ssince the writer’s day, or changed 1dess
have led us to read mto certam expressions something far removed
from what the author put there The cnne must turn philologist and
historian to solve these problerns Are we sure this 15 what the author
really wrote? The criic may have to turn bibliographer or paleog-
rapher to answer that And even in judging a contemporary work
there are many subsidiary questions to which the alert and responsive
critic will be led before he has gone very far

It 1s true, as so many modern cnitics have insisted, that the qualty of
a hiterary work 1s to be judged on literary grounds alone, and not by a
discussion of the author’s hfe or times, but there are so many peripheral
questions that demand investigation as soon as one has raised the ques-
tion of quality that no critic of intellectual curiosity or hvelmess of
mund--and surely these are qualities appropriate to the literary critie—
can for long refrain from pursuing them We shall discuss m a later
chaprer some of the relationships between simple evaluation (which 1n
fact 15 rarely “simple”) and other kinds of literary mvestigation, here
we shall only note that once the critic becomes involved 1n practical
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criticism there 15 scarcely a it to the number and the kinds of prob-
lems he may feel called upon to inquire mto

Ben Jonson

Ben Jonson’s Timber contains no systematic practical crinicism of the
kind we find so often in Dryden, but the random notes which make up
this work do illustrate in a very interesting way the diversity of ques-
tions with which the practicing man of letters may concern him-
self Consider, for example, this jotting on Shakespeare, Jonson’s
contemporary

1 remmember, the Players have often mennigned it as an honour to Shake-
speare, that in his wniting, (whatsoever he penn’d) hee never blotted out
line My answer hath beene, would he had blotted a thousand Which they
thought a malevolent speech I had not told postenty this, but for their
ignorance, who choose that circumstance to commend their friend by,
wherem he most faulted And to jusnfy mine owne candor, (for I lov'd
the man, and doe honour his memory (on this side Idolatry) as much as
any ) Hee was (indeed) honest, and of an open, and free nature had an
excellent Phantste, brave nouwons, and gentle expressiens wherein hee
plow’d with thar facihty, that somenme it was necessary he should be
stop’d Sufflamnnandus erat [he required restramngi, as dugustus sad of
Hatermus His wit was his owne power, would the rule of 1t had beene so
too Many umes hee fell into those things, could not escape laughter As
when hee said i the person of Caeser, one speaking to hum, Caesar thou
dost me wrong Hee replyed Caesar did never wrong, but with just cause
and such ltke, which were ndiculous But hee redeemed hiws vices, with lus
vertues There was ever more in him to be praysed, then to be pardoned

This 1s as much critical gossip as crincism, and 1t combines personal
recollection of the man with judgment on his work And the judgment
on the work takes the form of critscism of the method of composition
Here 15 a citic operating amud the free give and take of daily practical
literary acuvity, mformally and conversationally, with his esthetic
prmciples taken so completely for granted that they are not exphcitly
referred to at all Yet for all its casualness, Jonson’s opuon 1s
grounded on principle, he had a well thought out and consistent pomt
of view on all the major critical questions and even his most spontane-
ous utterances derive ultimately from this point of view But hving in
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the midst of a tremendously creative age, and himself participating m
that creation, he did not feel the need to refer all hus practical judg-
ments to fundamental esthetic laws

Ben Jonson, however, tock much less for granted than many later
practical criucs, and if on occasion he would jor down (or bring out n
conversation—-as we know from Drummond of Hawthornden’s record
of Jonson’s conversations with him) remarks of the kind quoted above,
he also noted down 1 his Twmwber many general principles which he
got from classical writers, notably Quintilian, and from the renais-
sance humanist cntics, notably the Dutch critic Damel Hemsos As
his criticssm of Shakespeare suggests, he was much concerned with
order and discipline m wntng, and much thar the later classical
writers had said about the art of the orator—whose task was to use
words m such a way that he would persuade s readers or 7ove them
in the way he wished— Jonson transfers to the poet or dramatist Study,
practice, nmtation of the best ancient writers, these are necessary, ac-
cording to Jonson, before even the greatest orginal genmws can
properly realize his gifts In this respect Jonson’s crinical temper was
“classtical” rather than “romantic,” if we may use those grossly over-
worked terms He was hunself a man of considerable scholarship, and
was moreover still influenced by that renaissance zeal for classical learn-
g which had so sumulated the earher humanssts and brought about
such a notable revival of classical interests and studies 1 the sixteenth
century His own learning, the mfluence of renaissance humarusm, and
his own temperament, which led him, both n his theory and n his
practice, to put careful and studious craftsmanship before imagmative
boldness, all helped to make tum one of the first significant “neo-
classic” criics in English By “neo-classic” we mean simply a critic
who endeavors to develop s theory and practice on the basis of the
achievement of the great Greek and Laun witers and who tries to
systematize classical practice and classical critical ideas mnto a set of
rules for the guidance of modern writers

For a man to wnite well, there are required three Necessanes To
reade the best Authors, observe the best Speakers and much exercise
of his owne style In style to consder, what ought to be wntten
and after what manner Hee must first thinke, and excogitate his matter,
then choose his words, and examine the weight of either. Then take care
in placing, and ranking both matter, and words, that the composion be
comely, and to doe this with drligence, and often. No matter how slow the
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style be at first, so 1t be labour’d, and accurare, seeke the best, and be not
glad of the forward conceipts, or first words, that offer themselves to us,
but judge of what wee mnvent, and order what wee approve Repeat often,
what wee have formerly wrwten, which besides, that it helpes the
consequence, and makes the juncrure berter, it quickens the heate of
mnaginanion, that often coolcs in the ume of setting downe, and gives 1t
new strength, as if 1t grew lustier, by the gomng back As wee see in the
contention of leaping, they jumpe farthest, that ferch their race largest or,
as m throwing a Dart, or lavelin, wee force back our armes, to make our
loose the stronger Yet, if we have a fare gale of wind, 1 forbud not the
steering out of our sayle, so the favour of the gale deceve us not For atl
that we mvent doth please us in the conceprion, or birth, else we would
never set 1t downe But the safest 1s te return to our Judgement, and handle
over againe those things, the easinesse of which might make them justly
suspected So did the best Writers in theiwr beginnings, they smpos'd upen
themselves care, and industry They did nottung rashly They obtan'd
first to write well, and then custom made 1t easie, and a habit By hrrle and
lietle, their matter shew’d 1t selfe to *hem more plennfully, their words
answer'd, therr compositton followed, and all, a5 1 a well-order’d family,
presented it selfe i the place So that the summe of all 15 Ready w niting
makes not goed wrniting  but good writing brings on ready writing Yet
when wee thinke wee have got the faculty, 1t ss even then good to resist it

as to give a Horse a check somenimes with it {cthe same mretaphor that he
used when he satd of Shakespeare that sufflannnandus erat], which doth
not s0 much stop his course, as sorre his mettle Againe, whether a mans
Gentus 15 best able to reach thather, it should more and more contend, hit
and dilate 1t selfe, as men of low stature, raise themselves on their toes, and
so oft tumes get even, if not emment Besides, as 1t 15 fit for grown and able
Wters to stand of themselves, and worke with their owne strength, to
trust and endeavour by their owne faculnes so 1t 1s fit for the beginner, and
learner, to study others, and the best For the mind, and memoery are more
sharpely exercis'd in comprehending an other man’s things than our owne,
and such as accustom themselves and are famuliar with che best Authors,
shall ever and anon find somewhat of them i themselves, and in the expres-
ston of therr minds, even when they fecle 1t not, be able to utter something
Iike theirs, which hath an Authority above their owne Nay, sometimes it
1s the reward of a mans study, the prase of quoting an other man fitly

And though a man be more prone, and able for one kind of wnting, then
another, yet hee must exercise all. For as in an Instrument, so mn style, there
must be a Harmonie, and consent of parts

This informal advice on how to become a writer comes from a man
who 15 much more interested in the practical question of what 15 good
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writing than in the definition and defense of Literary value The points
which Jonson makes here dlustrate his view of the smportance of
precedent and example, his classical sense of the contnuity of letters
and the dependence of modern writers on standards set up by the great
genses of the past Yet he never mamtamned that mere study of the
great writers of the past could produce grear wriung

There 15 no docerine will due good, where nature 15 wanning Some wits
are swelling, and hugh, others low and sull Some hot and fiery, others cold
and dull One must have a bridle, the other a spurre

There be sume that are forward, and bold, and these will doe every little
thing easily T meane that 15 hard by, and next them, which they will utter,
unretarded wothour any shamefastnesse These never perform much, but
quickly They are, what they are on the sudden, they show presently hke
Grame, that, scatter’d on the rop of the ground, shoots up, but rakes no
root, has a yellow blade, but the eare empty They are wits of good
promuse at first, buc there 15 an Ingem-stitzum [a standing still of wit]
They stand still at stxreene, they ger no ugher

You have vthers, that labour onrely to ostentation, and are ever more
busie about the ¢olours, and surface of a worke, then 1n the marter, and
foundation For that s lud, the other 1s seene

Othbers, that in compaosition are nothing, but whart 1s rough, and broken

These men erre not by chance, but knowmngly, and willingly, they
are like men that affect 2 fashion by themselves, have some singulanty mn a
Ruffe, Cloake, or Hat-band, or their beards, specially cut to provoke be-
holoers, and ser a marke upon themselves

Others there are, that have no composition at all, but a kind of tuneing,
and rumng fall, 1n what they wnte It runs and shdes, and onely makes
a sound

Somze that turne over all bookes, and are cqually searching i all papers,
that write out of what they presently find of meer, without chotce, by
which means it happens, that what they have discredsted, and smpugned in
one worke, they have before, or after extolled the same wn another Such
are all the Essayists, even thewr Master Mountaigne

Some agane, who (afrer they have got authonty, or, which 15 lesse,
opinuon, by their wrinngs, to have read much) dare presently to fane
whole bookes, and Authors, and lye safely For what never was, will not
easily be found, not by the most curious

But the Wrercheder are the obstinate contemners of all helpes, and Arts
such as presuming on thewr owne Naturals (which perhaps are excellent)
dare deride all diligence, and seeme to mock at the termes, when they
understand not the thungs, thunlung that way to get off watuly, with
therr Ignorance. . . .
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In these notes, we see Jonson moving from a discussion of the
principles of good writing and a consideration of some typical faults
that hinder good writing, to some elementary psychological observa-
tions concerning the qualinies of mind and temperament which lead to
certan faults But the nterest i practical craftsmanship 1s always
there, and Jonson never leaves us for long 1n doubt that he 1s a practic-
ing man of letters talking about what he knows from experience It 1s
this which gives the air of sturdy common sense to many of his judg-
ments, even of those from which we would today dissent, as hs
brusque remark to Drummeond of Hawthornden “that Shakespeare
wanted art” or his strictures on Marlowe

The true Aroficer wiil not run away from nature, as hee were afraid of her,
or depart from life, and the hkenesse of Trurh, but speake to the capacity
of his hearers And though his language differ from the vulgar somewhat,
it shall not fly from all humanity, with the Tamerlanes, and Tamer-Chams,
of the late Age, which had nothing 1n them but the scenscall strutting, and
furtous vociferation, to warrant them then to the ignorant gapers Hee

knowes 1t 15 his onely Arr, so to carry it, as none but Arnficers per-
celve It

Or consider the interest in practical crafesmanshp that prompted the
following observations on diction

Custome 1s the most certaine Mistresse of Language, as the publcke
stampe makes the current money But wee must not be too frequent with
the mnt, every day coyning Nor fetch words from the extreme and ut-
most ages, since the chuefe vertue of a style 1s perspicuinie, and nothing so
vinous 1n i, as to need an Interpreter Words borrow'd of Antiquity, doe
lend a kind of Majesty to style, and are not without therr debight some-
times For they have the Authonty of yeares, and our of their inrernussion
doe win to themselves a kund of grace-like newnesse But the eldest of the
present, and newest of the past Language 1s the best For what was the
ancient Language, which some men so doate npon, but the ancient Cus-
tome? Yet when I name Custome, I understand not the vulgar Custome
For that were a precept no lesse dangerous to Language, then hfe, if wee
should speake or live after the manners of the vulgar But that I call Cus-
tome of speech, which 1s the consent of the Learned, as Custome of hfe,
whach 15 the consent of the good .

Jonson discusses at some length, in Timber, the merits and appropri-
ate uses of different kinds of prose style, and here again his interest n
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practical craftsmanship 1s paramount He points out, for example, that
an elevated style is approprately “high and lofty” when “declaring
excellent matter,” bur “biecomes vast and tumorous” when “speaking
of perty and inferiour things ” And he gives a charactersstically homely
illustracion “Would you not laugh, to meet a great Counsellor of state
m a flat cap, with his trunck hose, and a hobby-horse Cloake, hus
Gloves under his girdle, and yond Haberdasher 1n a velver Gowne,
furr'd with sables?” He adds “There s a certaine lautude in these
things, by which we find the degrees ”

After hus discussion of prose style, he proceeds td poetry, beginmng
with a definition of a poet which, like Sidney’s, reminds us that the
Greeks called hin mowrds, a maker, and then gong on to ask “What
meane you by a Poeme®” He replies

A Poeme 15 not alone any worke, or camposition of the Poets in many, or
few verses, but even ooe alone verse sornenmes makes a perfect Poeme As,
when Aeneas hangs up, and consecrates the Armes of Abas, with this
Inscripuon,

Aeneas hace de Danois vicioribus arma

[These arms Aeneas (places here), raken
from the conquenng Grecks]

And calls 1t a Poeme, or Carmen

RUT, HOW DIFFERy A POIMNTE FROM WHAT WEER CALL POrsY?

A Poeme, as 1 have told you 1s the worke of the Poet, the end, and frust
of his labour, and studye Peesy 15 lus shill, or Crafte of making the very
Ficeion 1t selfe, the reason, or forme of the worke And these three voices
differ, as the thing done, the domg, and the doer, the thing fain’d, the
faning, and the famer so the Poeme, the Poesy, and the Poet Now, the
Poesy 15 the habit, or the Art nay, rather the Queene of Arts which had
her Qriginall from heaven, recerved thence from the *Ebreqwes, and had 1n
prime esaimanon with the Greeks, transmutted to the Laznes, and all Na-
uons, that profess’d Civilicy

Theoretical remarks of this kind, which show Jonson followmg the
conventional notions of his age, do not call forth his charactensuc
. powers, and he hastens on to discuss the requirements of a good poet.
Ar
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He has made a distinction between a poem and peetry, but 1t has not
the sigmificance of the same distinctron made by Colenidge two hun-
dred years later (and discussed in chapter 6} The poem is the product
of the poet’s labor, while poetry 15 the kind of skill involved Both
definitions are turned toward practical criticism, and it 35 with evadent

relief that Jonson goes on to describe the quahties needed mn a suc-
cessful poet

First, wee require in our Poet, or maker, a goodnes of narurall wit
For, whereas all other Arts consist of Doctrme, and Precepts the Poet
must bee able by nature, and mstince, to powre out the Treasure of his
minde To this petfection of Nature m our Poet, wee require
Exercise of those parts, and frequent If tus wit wall not arrive soddanly
at the dipnitie of the Ancients, let hum not yet fall out with i, quarrell, or
be over hasuly Angry offer, to turne it away from Study, in a humor,
but come to 1t againe upon better cogitation, tey an other time, with labour

And on he goes, to discuss, with many examples from classical
writers, the rnportance of care and revision This 1s practical criticism
1n rather a different sense from that in which we usc the tern when we
refer to the evaluation of individual works, but 1t derives from the same
habit of mind as that which turns most readily to the assessment of
works of lirerature and s less happy n phulosophical discussion of its
nature Of course, there are many crines who have excelled m both
{Coleridge, for example), but this nced not prevent us from consider-
g the various phases of practical criticism as constituting not onl
crincism of a different kind from that represented by the philosophical
mquiry discassed in Part One but also as linked more dircetly to the
contemporary literary scene, as more ivolved in the different kinds of
practice going on m the lirerary world

Dryden

Jonson, with his neo-classic temper, his concern for craftsmanship and
polish, and s sense of involvement 1 the hterary scene of his day,
foreshadows in some respects both Dryden and Pope His criticism,
however, was sketchy and relatively small in quantity Dryden, with
a more diverse lirerary tradicion behind him and a much greater criu-
cal output, remams the true father of Enghsh pracucal eriicism Wihule
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sharing Jonson’s adnuration for the classical achievement, he was sens-
ave to changes in contemporary taste and eager to exploit the potents-
ahities of new movements In the great debate between those who
claimed that the finest writers of Greece and Rome transeended any
possible modern achievement and those who beheved, on the other
hand, that hterature, like the other arts and sciences, could progress
beyond anything attamnable by the ancient world—the controversy was
generally known as the debate berween the Ancients and the Moderns
—Dryden took no extreme position, but on the whole argued moder-
ately and tolerantly on the side of the Moderns He was more mnter-
ested i a work’s being good of 1rs kind than m its conformiry to any
preconceived theones about good art His own changing tastes and
interests helped to make hum responsive to different kinds of literary
skill and of artisic conventions, thus giving him that primary qualifi-
canion of the good pracucal crstic—the ability to read the work under
consderation with full and sympathetic understanding

Dryden's Essay onr Dramaric Poeste, from which, i Part One, we
quoted Dryden’s definition of a play, 1s a dialogue berween \four peo-
ple abourt the respective merits of ancient drama, modern {Restora-
tion} drama, seventeenth century French neo-classic drama, and the
drama of “the last age” (the age of Shahespeare) The very fact that
Dryden cast it mto the form of a didlegue, where different people,
each representing a different pomnt of view, were allowed their full say,
15 evidence of his tolerant and mquiring mmﬁ And though, as we have
seen, theoretical matters are discussed n this dlalogue,(t_}]e center of m-
terest hies 11 the pracnical question of which playwrights produce bet-
ter plays All four debaters are agreed on the defintion of a play
quoted carher (A just and lively mage of human nature, represcnting
its passions and humours, and the changes of fortune to which 1t s
subjece, for the dehght and nstruction of mankind”) they are chiefly
interested sn the quahities of eraftsmanship which make one play better
than another, m the szeans, that s, by which the end, concerming which
all are in agreement, 1s achieved Crites (the characters, who represent
real people, are alt given classical names Dryden himself 15 Neander)
begins by defending the ancients—the Greek and Latin dramausts—on
the grounds that they “have been faithful umtators and wise observers
of that Nature which 15 50 torn and 1ll represented in our plays, they
have handed to us a perfect resemblance of her, which we, hike all
copiers, neglecung to look on, have rendered monstrous and dis-
ﬁgured.”“\Nature" here means, of course, human nature, not natural
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scenery Crites 1s mantamming thar classical drama 1s more convincing
as representation of human nature than 1s modern drama,

The dramatic “unities”

It 15 only after having made this pomnt that he proceeds to talk about
rules and the urities

I must remember you, that all the rules by which we pracuse the
Drama at this day, (either such as relate to the justness and symmetry of
the plot, or the episodical ornaments, such as descripnions, narrations, and
other beaunes, which are not essential to the play,) were dehivered to us
from the observanions which Aristotle made, of those poets, which either
lived before him, or were huis contemporaries we have added nothing of
our own, except that we have the confidence to say our wit s better, of
which none boast m this our age, but such as understand not thewrs Of
that book which Aristotle has left us, zepl s Howrins, Horace tus Art of
Foetry 1s an excellent comment, and, I believe, restores to us that Second
Book of his concermng Comedy, which 1s wanting 1 him

QOut of these rwo have been extracted the famous Rules, which the
French call Des Trois Unutez, or, the Three Umties, which ought to be
observed 1n every regular play, namely, of Time, Place, and Action

The Unity of Time they comprehend in twenty-four hours, the com-
pass of a natural day, or as near as it can be contrived, and the reason of 1t
15 obvious ro every one,—that the time of the feigned action, or fable of the
play, should be proportioned as near as can be to the duranon of that time
mn whach it 1s represented, since therefore, all plays are acted on the thearre
1n a space of time much within the compass of twenty-four hours, that
play 1s to be thought the nearest imitation of nature, whose plot or action
1s confined within that ume, and, by the same rule which €oncludes this
general proportion of time, 1t follows, that all the parts of 1t are to be
equally subdivided, as namely, that one act take not up the supposed nme
of half a day, which is out of proportion to the rest, smce the other four
are then to be straitened within the compass of the remaining half foritis
unnatural that one act, which being spoke or wnitten 15 not longer than the
rest, should be supposed longer by the audience, "us therefore the poet’s
duty, to take care that no act should be mmagined to exceed the ume m
which st 15 represented on the stage, and that the intervals and inequalities
of me be supposed 1o fall out berween the acts



The Establsishment of a Critical Scene 185

We need not here argue the historical question whether any such
view was, 1n fact, implicit in Aristotle’s Poetics or pause to explain how
the critics of the Renasssance interprered Amnstotle’s descriptive re-
marks about dramatic practice mn his day as justifying the extraction
of these rules about the three unities (the only unity that was critically
umportant for Anstotle was that of action the play had to hang to-
gether properly) The interest of this passage, regardless of the histon-
cal correctness of 1ts appeal to Arstotle, lies m s assumption that
human nature can be most adequately represented on the stage when
the time which clapses during the actual performance corresponds most
closely to the length of time which that action could be supposed 1o
take in real life The question, i fact, concerns the nature of the dra-
matic 1illusion Bur before pursuing the smplications for practical
criticism of the view of dramauc illusion suggested here, let us allow

Crites to conclude his discussion of the Unities as allegedly practiced
by the Ancients

For the second Unity, which s that of Place, the Ancients meant by i,
that the scene ouglt to be continued through the play, in the same place
where 1t was laid 1n the beginming  for the stage on which 1t 15 represented
being but one and the same place, 1t 15 unnatural to conceive st many,
and those far distant from one another I will not deny but, by the
vanation of painted scenes, the fancy, which in these cases will contrib-
ute to ts own decelt, may sometimes imagne 1t several places, with some
appearance of probabality, yer it sull carnies the greater hikehihood of truth,
if those places be supposed so near each other, as m the same town or city,
which may all be comprehended under the larger denommation of one
place, for a greater distance will bear no proportion to rhe shortness of
tume which 15 allotted 1n the acting, to pass from one of them to another,
for the observation of this, next to the Ancients, the French are to be most
commended They tic themselves so strictly to the Unity of Place, that you
never sce in any of their plays, a scene changed n the nuddle of an act, 1f
the act begms in a garden, 1 street, or a chamber, 'ns ended 1n the same
place, and that you may know it to be the same, the stage 1s so supplied
with persons, that 1t 1s never empty all the ime  he that enters second, has
husiness with lum who was on before, and before the second quits the
stage, a third appears who has business with hum Thus Cornedle calls Ja
haison des scenes, the conninuity or joining of the scenes, and "us a good
mark of a well-contrived play, when all the persons are known to each
other, and every one of them has some affaurs with all the rest
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Here agam, the question at issue concerns the nature of the dra-
matic dlusion, the conditions under which we can achieve what Cole-
ndge called “that wiliing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which
constitutes poetic faith ” And again the view put forward by Crites
18 the strict neo-classic position that the less call on the audience’s
magmation 1s made 1n moving people from place to place on the stage,
the more persuasive and satsfying the play will be (Which 1s to say
that we would take more pleasure i a play which showed us the hero
moving, between the first and second acts, from Cambridge to London
than one which showed him moving from Cambridge to Inverness,
while a play where he moved from Cambridge to Bury St Edmunds,
would be better still, and even better if he only moved to Huntingdon }
Crnites continues

As for the third Umity, which 1s that of Acnon, the Ancrents meant no
other by 1t than what the logicians do by their finss, the end or scope of
any acuon, that which is the first 1n mrention, and last in execution, now
the poet 1s to aum ac one great and complete action, to the carrying on of
which all things 1n tus play, even the very obstacles, are to be subservient,
and the reason of this 15 as evident as any of the former

For two actions, equally Jaboured and driven on by the writer, would
destroy the unity of the poem 1t would be no Jonger one play, bur two
not but thar there may be many actions 1a a play, as Ben Johnson has ob-
served in his Discoverzes, but they must be all subservient to the great one,
which our language happily expresses in the name of under-plots

If by these rules (to onut many other drawn from the preceprs and
pracuice of the Ancients) we should judge our modern plays, 'ns probable
that few of them would endure the trial that which should be the business
of a day, takes up 1n some of them an age, instead of one acnion, they are
the epitomes of a man’s hife, and for one spot of ground {(which the stage

should represent) we are somenmes m more countries than the map can
show us

The third umity, that of acuon, goes beyond the question of visual
tllusion to touch the much more fundamental matter of the nature of
esthetic unmty—a matter on which both Aristotle and Coleridge, as we
saw m Part One—had cogent points to make But the objection that
a play which presents action which could not be imagmed as happen-
ing m real hife i the linmred tume and space which actual performance
n the theater must conform to 1s necessarily weaker and less well con-
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structed than a play which ignores the physical boundaries of the
theater 1s surely based on a nusunderstanding of the nature of conven-
tion 1n art It 1s true thir even the greatest dramausts have been aware
of discrepancics that may exist between the physical realities of stage
performance and the imagined action we remember Shakespeare’s
prologue to Henry V

But pardun, gentles all,
The flat unrassed spines thac hach dar’d
On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth
So great an object Can thys cockprt hold
The vasey fields of France® Or may we eram
Within this wooden O the very casques
That did atfright che arr 2t Agincourt®
O, pardon' since a crooked figure may
Artest n little place a mullion,
And ler us, aphers to this great accowpr,
On vour mngnary foices work

Dmitarion aind convention

The impetuous romantic crinie 15 hable to exclum “Of course let us use
our imagmation, does not all art depend on the mmagmarion®” and dis-
muss the whole question But there 1s more to 1t than that The poct
must provide, and the audience must accept, conventons withm which
the )imagnative expansion can take place People do not normally sing
when conversing, yet they do so m opers, and we accept it 1n opera by
accepting the operatic convention (If we fail to accept the conven-
tion, as Tolstoy did in ks famous densive deseniption of & Wagnersan
operz, the performance may appear utcerly ludicrous to us } No n-
dividual poet can Tumself create all his own conventions, for conven-
rions must be based on some degree of public assent, yet he must bring
them alive 10 s own way, or they remam mere conventions and not
means of bringing imagmauve hfe and scope to a necessanly hm-
ited work

Dryden was very much aware of all this, and n the subsequent
development of the dialogue he touches on the whole question of the
nature of the dramauc dlusion and uts relation to dramanc convention
mn many ndirect ways, and he also discusses, toward the end of the
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dialogue, the question of rhymed tragedies, and the defense of rhyme
in tragedy mnvolves Neander in some discussion of the relation between
convention and realism, between Art and Nature For there 15 a para-
dox at the heart of any imitarsve theory of the arts (as Dryden’s theory
was) for A to imitare B, A must be distinct and different from B If 4
and B were 1dentical there would be no point in one imitating or repre-
senting the other Art and Nature are different, but Arr imitates or
represents Nature 1n some sense If a sculptor were chiscling out a
statue, with his model apposite lum, and with every stroke made his
piece of stone more and more hike the model whom he was imirating,
would it be the perfection of art or the frustraton of art if at the
moment of the last stroke the statue suddenly turned mto the actual
model? Such a question dllustrates the paradox n which an wmmtative or
representational theory of the artsis nvolved

Let us for the moment skip part of the drlogue to see whar Dryden
does with this question when he comes face to face with it hus de-
fense of rhyme in tragedy

It has been formerly urged by you, and confessed by me, that since no
man spoke any kind of verse ex tempore, that which was nearest Nature
was to be preferred I answer you, theiefore, by disnnguishing benwivt
what 15 nearest to the nature of Comcdy which 1s the muranon of comimon
persons and ordinary speaking, and what 1s nearest the narure of a sertous
play this last 15 indeed the representation of Nature, bur 'ns Nature
wrought up to a higher pltch The plot, the characters, the wit, the pas-
stons, the descriptions, are all exalted above the tevel of common converse,
as hugh as the imagination of the poet can carry them, with proporoon to
versimslity Verse, "ns true, 1s not the effect of sudden thoughe, bat
this lunders not that sudden thought may be represented in verse, since
those thoughts are such as must be higher than Nature can raise them with-
out premeditation, especially to a continuance of them, even out of verse,
and consequently youn cannor wmagine them to have been sudden either in
the poet or 1n the actors A play, as I have said, to be like Nature, 55 to be
set above it, 28 statues which are placed on high are made greater than the
Iife, that they may descend to the sight 1n their just proportion

“"Tis Nature wrought up to a lugher picch ” “A play, to be hike
Nature, 15 to be set above it ” Ths 1s to suggest, though not to develop,
the role of convention in art and to raise, though implicily, the whole
question of stylization and the different degrees to whach it 1s appropri-
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ate on different occasions The diction of Milton’s Paradise Lost, a
deliberately elevated poem intended to convey 1n a grand, symbolic
manner some of the profoundest truths about man and his place n the
uruverse, 15 very properly more styhzed than the diction of a modern
satiric poet commenting drily on some defects 1 conzemporary civili-
zation The movements and gestures of Greek actors on the Greek
stage were more formal and less realistic than the movements of actors
on the modern stage because the Greek theater, a large, open-air
amphitheater with an almost cosmic background and an atmosphere
of ritual, demanded 2 larger-than-life scale of the final smpression was
to be convincing, “as statues which are placed on high are made greater
than the Iife, that they may descend to the sight mn their yust propor-
tion ”’ The degree of stylizanion n 2 Noel Coward comedy 1s less than
m a rragedy of Sophocles—or at least of a very different kind—and
the result in cach case 15 the appropriate kind of illusion It 1s therefore
uncricical to tafk of ssmple correspondence to the conditions of acrual
llfe a5 C()Ilstltllnllg grcatcr pCI’SU&bIVCﬂCSS in the presentation Art 15 not
Iife, and 1if 1t were it could make no claim to illuminate life

Dr Jobnson on the “umties”

But quite apart from the interesting question of art, conventior, and
reality, and the relation between the rthree, the charge brought by
Crites agamst the drama of Ius own day as compared with classical
drama could be refuted in a sumple, robust argument A hundred years
after the Essay of Dhamatic Poesy Dr Johnson, in the preface to his
ediion of Shakespeare, said the last word on the unities of time
and place

The necessity of cbserving the unities of ime and place arises from the
supposed necessity of making the drama ciedible The cnticks hold 1t im-
possible, that an action of months or years can be possibly believed ro pass
m three hours, or that the spectator can suppose hummself to sit in the
theatre, while ambassadors go and rcturn between distant kings, while
armics are levied and towns besieged, while an exile wanders and returns,
or till he whom they saw courting hus mistress, shall lament the untimely
fall of hus sun ‘The mund revolts from evident falsehood, and fiction loses
its force when 1t departs from the resemblance of reality
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From the narrow hrmration of tme necessanly arises the contraction of
place The spectator, who knows that he saw the first act at Alexandnia,
cannot suppose that he sees the next at Rowme, at a distance to which not
the dragons of Medea could, in so short a time, have transported him, he
knows with certainty that he has not changed hus place, and he knows
that place cannot change atself, thae what was a house cannot become a
plain, that what was Thebes can never be Persepohs

Such 15 the trinmphant language with which a cnitick exults over the
musery of an irregular poet, and exults commonly without resistance or
reply It s time therefore to tell hun by the authoricy of Shakespeare, that
he assumes, a5 an unquestionable principle, a position, which, while his
breath 15 forming 1t into words, his understanding pronounces to be false
It 15 false, that any representation s mistaken for reality, that any dra-
matick fable 1n 1ts mateniality was ever credible, or, for a single moment,
was ever crediced

The objection ansing from the impossibihity of passing the first hour at
Alexandria, and the next ar Rome, supposes, thar when the play opens, the
spectator really imagines humself at Alexandria, and believes that hus walk
to the theatre has been a voyage to Egypt, and that he lives in the days of
Antony and Cleopatra Surely he that imagines this may imagine more He
that can rake the stage at one time for the palace of the Prolemnes, may
take 1t in haif an heour for the promontory of Actrum Delusion, if delusion
be admutted, has no certamn hrmtation, 1f che spectator can be once per-
suaded, that his old acquamntance are Alexander and Caesar, that a room
llurminated with candles 15 the plan of Pharsala, or the bank of Gramicus,
he 15 1n 2 state of clevarion beyond the reach of reason, or of truth, and
from the heights of empyrean poetry, may despise the circumscriptions of
terrestrial nature There 1s no reason why a mind thus wandeiing in extasy
should count the clock, or why an hour should not be a century in that
calenture of the brains that can make the stage a field

The truth 1s, that the spectators are always i their senses, and know,
from the first act to the last, that the stage 15 only a stage, and that the
players are only players They came to hear a certain number of lLines
recited with just gesture and elegant modulation The Lines relate to some
action, and an action must be 1n some place, bur the different actions that
compleat a story may be tn places very remote from each other, and where
1s the absurdity of allowing that space ro represent first 4thens, and then
Sicily, which was always known to be neither Sicily nor Athens, but a
modern theatre?

By supposition, as place 1s introduced, time may be extended, the tme
required by the fable elapses for the most part between the acts, for, of so
much of the action s 15 represented, the real and poeucal duraton 1s the
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same If, in the first act, preparations for war agamst Mitbradates are rep-
resented to be made in Rowze, the event of the war may, without absurdiey,
be represented, 1n the catastrophe, as happening in Fontus, we know that
there 15 neither war, nor preparations for war, we know that we are neither
in Romee nor Pontus, that neither Mthradates nor Lucullus are before us
The drama exhibits successive mmitations of successive actions, and why
may not the second 1mutation represent an action that happened years after
the first, 1f 1t be so connected with it, that nothing bur time can be supposed
to wtervene? Time 15, of all modes of existence, most obsequious to the
tmagmation, a lapse of years 1s as easily conceived as & passage of hours In
contemplation we easily contract the rume of real actions, and therefore
willingly permut it to be contracted when we only see their imitation

It will be asked, how the drama moves, 1if 1t 15 not credited It 15 credited
with al! the credit due to 2 drama It 1s credited, whenever 1t moves, as a
juse piceure of a real original, as representing co the auditor what he would
hunself feel, if he were to do or suffer what 15 there feigned to be suffered
or to be done The reflection that strikes the heart 15 not, that the enls
before us are real evils, but that they are evils to which we ourselves may
be exposed If there be any fallacy, 1t 1s not what we fancy the players, but
that we fancy ourselves unhappy for a moment, but we rather lament the
possibility than suppose the presence of misery, as a mother weeps over her
babe, when she remembers that death may take it from her The delight of
tragedy proceeds from our consciousness of fiction, f we thought murders
and treasons real, they would please no more

Imitanions produce pain or pleasure, not because they are mustaken for
reahitics, but because they bring realities to mund

“He that imagines this may unagine mere ” This to the modern
reader 1s the true argument aganst enforemg the umties of time and
place, and as far as 1 goes 1t 15 unanswerable Yet we rmght add that it
15 the ducy of the dramatist to provide the conditions under which the
inagmnation of hus audience can most properly operate Conventions
must be made proper use of, and must be cmployed with tact and con-
sistency, if they are to be accepted without demur by ¢ven the mose
educated audience To mix levels of stylization—unless a deliberate
effect of 1rony 1s intended—may be to make imaginauve acceptance
impossible The problem, here raised with reference to the drama,
18 not confined to plays, though the physical conditions of theatrical
representation provide a concrete and easily understood example
The controversy about the unities 15 an exereme case of a kind of
difficulty concermng the relation between art and realiy which any
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wmitative or representational theory of the arts 15 bound to run mto
sooner or later

The case for “progress” m hterature

But to return to Dryden afrer Crites has prased the ancient writers
for more strictly observing the umities in drama than the moderns
he goes on to mamntain that “of we allow the Ancients to have con-
trived well, we must acknowledge them to have writ berter”—that 1s,
if their plots were good, their style was even better | Then another
member of the group, Eugenus, takes up the defense of the moderns
aganst Crites

I have observed 1n your speech, that the former part of it 15 convincing
as to what the Moderns have profited by the rules of the Ancients, but in
the latter you are careful to conceal how much thay have excelled them,
we own all the helps we have from them, and want neither veneration nor
grattude, while we acknowledge that to overcome them we must make
use of the advantages we have received from them but ro these assistances
we have joined our own industry, for, had we sat down with a dull smta-
tron of them, we might then have lost somewhat of the old perfection, but
never acquired any chat was new We draw not therefare after their lines,
but those of Nature, and having che hfe before us, besides the experience
of all they knew, 1t 15 no wonder if we hit some awrs and features which
they have mussed

"

Here Eugenos makes the simple but effective pomt that if are 15
representational, the artist will profit more from keeping his eye on the
object to be represented than by looking only at previous representa-
tions, though of course he will be glad to get rechmical hints from his
predecessors Eugemus also mmplies that the artist can build on the
achievements of his predecessors and that art can therefore progress
as the sctences can The example of all who went before, together
with your own experience and talent, can surely combine to produce
something more mmpressive than has yet appeared

This 1s an nterestng contention, and one that 1§ often made n our
time (For example, the publisher of a popular story magazine recently
made the remark that any competent journalist today can open a story
better than Walter Scott } We know that in the physical sciences a
man with much less genus than Sir Isaac Newton can, by standing on
Newton’s shoulders, achieve insights and discoveries that were beyond
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Newton’s ken But can we stand on Shakespeare’s shoulders to produce
better plays® Does art progress in such 2 way that a mediocre talent
comng after a genuus can, by basing himself on the achuevement of the
genus, achieve more than the gersus could? The notion that it does—
which 1t surely requures little argument to demonstrate as fallacious—s
the typical error of those who supported the Modern side of the
Ancients-versus-Moderns controversy, just as the notion that the Latn
and Greek classics represented permanent and fixed standards of ab-
solute excellence which subsequent works could only approximate was
the characteristic error at the other extreme Dryden does not, in fact,
go very deeply mnto this question of whether and, if they do, how the
arts progress—for they do progress in a sense and i certain areas—but
i the course of the dualogue he does allow 1t to come up more than
once He was more interested n the differing porentialities of chang-
ing hrerary conventions than in the abstract question of whether art
progresses in a strasght line, and if he sometimes seems almost to accept
humself the view which he puts into the mouth of Eugenius—as when
he has lus characters agree that “the sweetness of Enghsh verse was
never undesstood or practised by our fathers”—it 1s always with refer-
ence to certam very limited rechnical developments

Eugens’ defense of the moderns also includes the argument that
they really stick to the rules of the ancient writers better than the
ancient writers do themselves, modern literature 1s not defended here
because 1t 1s freer and more mmaginative and constructs its own forms
recardless of the practice of the classics, but because (as a result of
buillding on classical expenience and on mndependent observation of
“Nature”) 1t observes such rules as that of the “unities” more strictly
than the classical writers did For, on this view, one of the functions
of the rules 1s to systematize observation of reality and to provide tech-
nical hints on how reality, thus systernanzed, could be represented
n hrerarure—

Those Rules of old discover’d, not devis'd,
Are Nature sull, but Nature merhodiz’d,

as Pope was to write some fifty years later
Luterature and novelty

Eugemus also attacks the classical writers for their use of threadbare
plots in drama
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It has already been judiciously observed by a late writer, that n therr
tragedies 1t was only some tale derived from Thebes or Troy, or at Jeast
something that happened 1n those two ages, whuch was worn so thread-
bare by the pens of all the epic poets, and even by tradiwion itself of the
talkatve Greeklings, (as Ben Johnson calls them,) that before 1t came upon
the stage, 1t was already known to all the audience and the people, as soon
as ever they heard the name of Ocdipus, knew as well a8 the poet, that he
had killed hus father by a mustake, and comnitted meest with his mother,
before the play, that they were now to hear of a great plague, an oracle,
and the ghost of Laus so rhat they sat with a yawning kind of expecta-
won, til] he was to come with hus eyes pulled our, and speak a hundred or
two of verses m a tragic tone, in complune of his misforrunes But one
Oedipus, Hercules, or Medea, had been tolerable poor people, they scaped
not so good cheap, they had stil the chapon bowilé set hefore them, nll
their appetices were cloyed with the same dish, and, the novelty bemng
gone, the pleasure vanshed, so that one main end of Dramanic Poesy 1 wts
definition, which was 1o cause delight, was of consequence destroyed

In their comedses, the Romans generally borrowed thewr plots from the
Greek poets, and theirs was commonly a lictle girl stolen or wandered
from her parents, brought back unknown to the same city, there got with
child by some lewd young fellow, who cheats his father, and when
her nime comes, to cry Juns Lucima, fer opent [ Juno, goddess of child-
birth, bring help”], onc or other sees a Little box or cabinet which was car-
ried away with her, and so discovers her ta her friends, if some ged do not

prevent 1t, by coming down 1n a machme, and rake the thanks of i to
himself

These are plots built after the Italian mode of houses, you see through
them all at once the characters are indeed the mutabians of Nature, but so
narrow, as if they had imitated only an tye or hand, and did not dare to
venture on the lines of a body

The first point made here 1s one which 15 well worth some examma-
tion Caninterest be aroused mn a play or story which deals with events
already known, i general outhne, to the public? Engenius implics that
1t cannot, and that a tragedy based on a known story can only produce
boredom 1n the audicnce We might note that if this 1s true, 1t can be
charged aganst Shakespeare almost as much as agamst the classical
dramatists Most of hus plays were based on known plots The history
plays were bound, in general outhne, by the pattern of events as
known to Shakespeare’s contemporaries Many of the others were
based on well-known stones, and even Hamlet was a rendering of an
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earlier play by another Elizabethan dramaust on the same subject No
one today would suggest that these facts meant that Shakespeare lacked
origmality or that hus plays lacked interest Indeed, there must be few
people who go to a performance of a Shakespeare play today who are
not famihar with the play at least in some degree Would it not follow,
indeed, if Fugenius' assumption were correct, that we could never
enjoy the same play rwice, for having seen it once we would know the
way the action unfolded and so would be bored ar any subsequent
performance?

The place of the detective story

It 15 a commonplace of crincism thar an old subject newly imagined
can be every bit as exciing as a play or story where the plot 15 wholly
onginal (if a wholly origmal plot can ever really be produced}, the
only kind of story which depends entirely for its effect on the reader’s
not knowing beforehand anything of what happens s the modern
detective story, where the sole mterest lies m the mystery of “who-
dume,” and surprising turns of plot are appreciated, not as mncidents
deployed n such a way as to brmg out subtle kinds of signuficance that
can be more deeply appreciated at each subsequent reading, but simply
as devices to keep the reader in suspense unul the mystery 1s solved
And ace the mystery 15 solved the mood of suspense can never be
recaptured and the main interest of the story has disappeared So that
a reader coming 1nto a lending hibracy to borrow a detective story will
nightly turn down one which he has read before, for such a book wilk
have no interest for hum unul he has forgotren it again We can enjoy
a detective story a second tune once our memory of it has faded, but
few would clum that they would go to the theater a second nme to
sce Hawmler or Antony and Cleoparra only if they had been able to
forget what they had seen the first An art which depends on fading
memory for its second appreciation is clearly in a very special category

That certam kinds of popular writing, whose appeal 1s limited en-
urely to 2 simple kind of suspense, come mto this category will be
obvious enough It will be equally obvious, on a moment’s reflection,
that neither the Oedipus of Sophocles nor the Hamrlet of Shakespeare
come nto it Both these plays could, of course, be regarded simply as
“whodunits,” with Oedipus the great detective who—in a surprise
ending to end all surprise endings—finally proves humself to have been
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the murderer, and Hamlet the amateur sleuth trying to find out
whether his uncle really did murder his father If these plays were both
detective dramas, much of their action and even more of their umagery
would be redundant the proper endmng of Hamiler, for example,
would be 1 the scene immediately following the play-within-a-play
scene, where Hamlet has yust satisfied himsclf of his uncle’s gulr and
the audience are now satssfied of it by overhearing him admuse 1t Bur
of course the nterest of these plays hes less i the detective side than
in the exploration of a human situation 1 dramatic terms which the
dramaust’s handlimg of the story allows him to achieve Ths 1s not, 1n
fact, a pomt which Dryden has any of his characters make in reply to
Eugenms, for Dryden, greac critic that he was, was too preoccupied
with what his age called “the well made plot” to have spent much time
meditating on the relation between plot and toral sigmficance The
mantamng of interest by devices to achicve suspense, the provision of
a consistently “nising” action, the progresstve complicaung of the
situation until 1t 18 neatly unraveled by a umely resoluuion, the provi-
ston throughout of excitement and vanety—these were the critena he
looked for when he lumself criticized a play, as we shall see when we
look at hus analysis of Ben Jonson's Stlent Wowtan The only reply two
Eugenms’ charge 15 that given imphaitly by Lisidews later on m the
dialogue, when he defends French neo-classic tragedy on the grounds
that uts plots “are always grounded upon some known history,” with
the suggestion that this adds gravity and smpresstveness to the action
Nobody 1n the dialogue rclates the problem directly to Anistotle’s dis-
cussion of probability and possibility and the relauon of history
to poetry

The place of suspense

One must not deny that suspense 1s important 1t a play like Oedipus
1t 15 ndecd of the very greatest importance But one must distinguish
between the suspense generared by the play and seen in terms of the
play and suspense which 15 genuime worry on the part of the reader or
spectator We might refer again to Dr Johnson on the umnes, and
stress the fact that we are dealing with an mmagmative experience here,
not with a series of personal distresses suffered by each member of the
audience at the theater A properly developed work of art provides the
means to allow 1ts readers or spectators to participate m the life which
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It generates, to participate with a rich maginative fullness, to live for
the time being in the universe created by the work, so that, while previ-
ous knowledge of the work can be profitably used to increase percep-
tion and understanding 1t certainly cannot sposl appreciation by pre-
venting suspense or destroying mystery The simple appeal to
experience here—s one's second visit to a play of this kind spailt by
one’s knowledge of the story, or does one appreciate the play less by
having read 1t beforehand?®—1s conclusive

It 15 typical of Dryden as 2 critic—and part of his greatness—that if
he does not give all the answers, he does rase, 1n one form or another,
almost all the great critical questions This question of the relation
between knowledge and suspense i a play so dependent on womc
developments 1n the action as QOedrpus 15 suggestive and many-sided,
and to explore 1t fully would mean to explere a great many artiste
problems Aristorle, 1t will be remembered, had said that plot was the
“soul” of a tragedy, but he did not mean by thus that the mere excite-
ment of the mcidents was all that mattered Eugemws, i attacking
ancient tragedy for basing 1es plots on known myths, was interpreting
Anstotle’s dictum too narrowly and ummagmatively, and by mnsisting
on noveity and surprise was 1llustrating how 1n the latrer part of the
seventeenth century contrivance and mgenuiy had come to be looked
on as the most important qualities 1n 2 dramatist

Eugenuws’ strictures on Latin comedy are more justifiable, for here
he 15 pot talking of a new treatment of an ancient myth, such as the
Greek tragedians produced, but of stock comic situations with stereo-
ryped characters, used again and agam 1 very much the same way as
nineteenth century farce or melodrama used over and over agan the
same kinds of sicuation and the same stock characters

The question of como rehef

The third of the four characters in the dialogue, whom Dryden calls

wsideius, now undertakes to prove that French neo-classic drama of
the seventeenth century 1s supenor to all other the French keep the
classical rules becter than the classical writers themselves did, ther
plots are single and umfied, the development of the action well con-
trived, and the relation berween exposition~-speeches designed to give
the audience information about what has happened before the play

o
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opens or what happens offstage—and action managed ractfully and
persuasively

If the question had been stated who had writ best, the French or
the Enghsh, forty years ago, 1 should have been of your opinion, and
adjudged the honour to our own nation, but since that time we have
been so long together bad Englishmen, that we had not leisure to be good
poets Beaumont, Flercher, and Johnson (who were only capable of bring-
ing us ro that degree of perfection which we have) were just then leaving
the world, asif (in an age of so much horror) wit, and those milder studses
of humanity, had no farther business among us But the Muses, who ever
follow peace, went to plant in another country 1t was then that the great
Cardinal Richeheu began to take them mnro his protection, and that, by his
encouragement, Corneille, and some other Frenchmen, reformed their thea-
tre, which before was as much below ours, as 1t now surpasses 1t and the
rest of Europe But because Crites in hus discourse for the Ancients has
prevented {anticipated} me, by touching upon many rules of the stage
which the Moderns have borrowed from them, I shall only, m short, de-
mand of you, whether you are not convinced that of all nations the French
have best observed them® [Lisideius here talks about the unmities of tiume,
place, and action, and prases the French plays for their conformity to the
two former ] The Unity of Action 1n all plays is yet mare conspicu-
ous, for they do not burden them with underpiots, as the Enghsh da
which 15 the reason why many scenes of our tragi-comedies carry on a
design that 15 nothung of fan to the mam plot, and that we see two distiner
webs i a play, like those n ill-wrought stuffs, and rwo actions, that 1s,
two plays, carried on together, to the confounding of the audience, who,
before they are warm m their concernments for one part, are diverted to
another, and by that means espouse the interest of neither From hence
Likewise 1t arises, that the one half of our actors are nor known to the
other There 15 no theatre in the world has any thing so absurd as the
English tragi-comedy, 'tis 2 drama of our own invennon, and rhe fashion
of 1t 1s encugh to proclaim it so, here a course of mirth, there another of
sadness and passion, a third of honour, and fourth a duel thus, m two hours
and a half, we run through all the fits of Bedlam The French affords you.
as much varety on the same day, but they do 1t not so unseasonably, or mal 4
propos as we our poets present you the play and the farce togerher, and
our stages sull retain somewhat of the original civality of the Red Buil
[where all kinds of erude farces as well as prizefighung and arumal bait-
g rook place] The end of tragedies or serious plays, says Aristotle,
1s to beger admuration, compassion, or concernment, but are not murth gnd
compassion things incompatible and 15 st not evident that the poet must of
necessity destroy the former by mtermingling of the latter? that is, he must
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tuin the sole end and object of lus tragedy, to introduce somewhat that 1s
forced in, and 15 not of the body of 1t

k

Ths 15 to make a more serious pownt than to msist on the unities of
ume and place, and i attacking the Enghsh—especially the Eliza-
bethan—practice of ncluding what we now call “comic relef” m
tragedtes, and m general of muxing comic and tragic scenes together,
Lisidews 1s rasing the question not only of umty of action but of
unity of tome More recent cnrics have justified the comc scenes n
many of Shakespeare’s tragedies by showing how they relieve tension
where temporarily rehef 15 necessary and how at the same time they
provide, as 1t were, a symbolic cdunterpoimung to the mamn tragic
action which enriches 1ts significance and sets going new reverbera-
tions of meaning Yet, while few would question the unmense effec-
tiveness of such a scene as the knockmg at the gate i Macbeth, with
its arresting movement from murder to casual, everyday bawdry and
1ts fine counterpomting of crisis and rounne, there are, even in Shake-
speare, less justifiable pieces of comic business m the mudst of tragedy,
while there 15 very litle of the comuc element in the tragedies of
Shakespeare’s contemporaries which can be properly defended as
dramatically appropriate “comic relief ” The Elizabethans did, indeed,
overdo the “matching of hornpipes and funerals,” as Sidney called 1,
and Lisiderus has a point when he complains of the lack of unity of tone
in English drama  Violent and unnecessary shifts in tone can destroy
the power of a play as effecuvely as shufts in degree of stylizanion (from
a popular colloquial diction to formal blank verse, for example) or
mconsitencies m convention (such as allowing the spoken poetry to
create the descriptive setting in one part of the play and m another
relying entirely on painted scenery and hghuing effects) The ques-
tion 15, of course, whether 1n a given case the shuft 15 really violent and
unnecessary Modern poetic drama—netably 1n the work of T S Eltot
—uses deliberate shuft from formal to collogqual speech n order to
achieve a certain kind of irony or make one part of the work comment
obliquely on another, and Shakespeare moves from rapid prose to
formal blank verse more than once 1n Hamlet, to cite only one ex-
ample But changes in tone, 1 degree of stylization, and 1n conven-
tion, if they are to be justified, must be done dehiberately and cun-
mngly 1n order to enrich the meaning of the work 1n a specific way, as
in the contrast in Henry IV berween the grave and stately verse of the
political scenes and the rapid colloquial prose of the Falstaff scenes
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The throwing m of comic scenes, or scenes wntten n a different
1dromn, smoply 1 order to divert the audience, 15 to mar the total effec-
tiveness of the work, as Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus 1s marred by the
mclusion (probably not by his hand) of scenes of crude clowning be-
tween the soaring poetic explorations of the state of Faustus’ soul

These points will be obvious encugh, but are worth making m view
of the fact that it has long been the custom to regard all atrack on tragi-
comedy or on comic scenes in tragedy as ansing from msensiavity or
a pedantic apphcation of the rules The fact 1s that such mixtures are
dangerous in the hands of any but the real expert, and there are many
more examples m English literature of bad mixtures than of effecaive
ones For the reader to be jarred out of the world which has been
created for him through the spoken word operating within a certan
convention, by a sudden change into a quite different kind of atmos-
phere created by language used 1n a different kind of convention, 15 a
panful experience unless that jarring 1s deliberately managed to shake
the audience or reader 1ato a new perception, as a cunmngly placed
discord can throw new light on the melodic me 1 a prece of music
Lisideius, then, 1s raising a serious objection, which requires a profound
answer

Lisideiss then goes on to praise the French plays for beng
“grounded upon some well known history” and the French dramatist
because “he so 1aterweaves truth with pleasing fiction, that he puts a
pleasing fallacy upon us, mends the mtrigues of fare, and dispenses
with the severity of history, to reward that virtue which has been ren-
dered to us there unfortunate ” (This argument 15 remmiscent of Sid-
ney ) And then he goes on to what s his principal reason for prefer-
ring the French drama o English

Another thing in which the French differ from us and from tt ¢ Span-
jards, 15, that they do not embarrass, or cumber themselves with toc much
plot, they only represent so much of a story as will consarute one vhole
and grear acnon sufficient for a play, we, who underrake more, do but
muluply adventures, which, not being produced from one anothes, as
effects from causes, but barely following, constitute many actions n the
drama, and consequently make 1t many plays

Bur by pursuing close one argument, which 15 aot cloyed with many
turns, the French have gained more liberty for verse, in which they wrre,
they have leisure to dwell on a subject which deserves it, and to represeat
the paswons (which we have acknowledged to be the poet’s work), with-
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out being hurried from one thing to another, as we are n the plays of

Calderon, which we have secn lately upon our theatres, under the name of
Spanush plots

But I return agan to the French wniters, who, as 1 have said, do not
burden themselves too much with plot, which has been repreached to them
by an mgentous person of our nation as a fault, for, he says, they commonly
make but one person cansiderable 1n a play, they dwell on lum and his
concernments, while the rest of the persons are only subservient to set humn
off If he intends this by 1t, thar there 15 one person 1n the play who 1s of
greater dignity than the rest, he must tax, not only theirs, but those of the
Ancents, and which he would be loth to do, the hest of ours, for 1t 15 1m-
possible but that one person must be more conspicuous 1n 1t than any

aother, and consequently the greatest share mn the acuon must devolve
on him

But, if he would have us to 1magime, that 1n exalting one character the
rest of them are neglected, and thar all of them have not some share or
other in the acton of the play, I desire im to produce any of Corneille’s
rragedies, wheremn every person, like so many servants m a well-governed
fanuly, has not some employment, and who 1s not necessary to the catrying
on of the plot, or at least to your understanding of it

There are indeed some protatick persons [characters appearmg only m
the opening part of the play] in the Ancients, whom they make use of 1n
their plays, either to hear or give the relation [the exposition], but the
French avoid this with great address, making thesr notions only to, or by
such, who are m some way interested n the main dessgn And now I am
speahing of relations, | cannot take a fitter opportunuty to add this m
favour of the French, that they often use them with better judgment and
more 3 propos than the English do Not that I commend narrations in
general,—bur there are rwo sorts of them One, of those things which are
antecedent to the play, and are related to make the conduct of 1t more
clear to us But 'us a fault to choose such subjects for the stage as wili force
us on that tock, because we see they are seldom hsrened to by the audience,
and that v many times the ruin of the play, for, bemg once let pass without
attention, the audience can never rccover themselves to understand the
plot and indeed it 15 somewhat unsewonable that they should he put to so
much trouble, as that, to comprehend what passes n their sighe, thcy must
have rccourse to w hat was done, perhaps, ten or rwenty years ago

Lisidets 15 making several mteresting pomts here “By pursung
close one argument, which 1s not cloyed with many rurns, the F rench
have gamed more liberty for verse, in which they write ” French neo-
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classic tragedy concentrates on the final moment of crisis and by con-
centraning all attention on that crists provides scope for formal poeuc
speeches of declamation or analysif The whole thing 1s done n slow
motion, as 1t were, compared with a Shakespearean tragedy, and the
spothght 15 fixed on the faces of the principal actors as they twist and
turn 1n the emotional entanglements in which they have become m-
volved It 15 not the development of character under the stress of a
whole series of testing circumstances which interests Corneille and
Racme, bur rather the emotional struggles of powerful characrers
finally trapped i some web of circumstance The point made by Lasi-

deius 1s precisely that made by Lytton Strachey in his essay on Racine,
written 1 1go8

The true justification for the uriinies of time and place 1s to be found
i the concepuion of drama as the hustory of a spiritual crisis—the vision,
thrown up, as 1t were, by a bull's-cye lantern, of the final catastrophic
phases of a long series of events Very different were the views of the
Elizabethan tragedians, who aimed at representing not only the catastrophe,
but the whole development of circumstances of which 1t was the effect,
they traced, with elaborate and abounding detail, the rise, the growth, the
dechine, and the run of great cawses and great persons, and the result was
a senes of masterpieces unparalileled m the hirerature of the warld But, for
good or evi, these methods have become obsolete, and to-day our drama
seems to be developing along totally different lines It 15 playmg the part
more and more conssstently, of the bull's-eye lantern, 1t 1s conceined with
the crss, and, 1n proportion as 1ts field s narrowed and 1ts visson 1tensi-
fied, the umnes of nme and place come more and more completely into
play Racine fixed the whole of his attention upon the spicitual
crisis, to him that alone was of importance, and the conventional classicism
so disheartening to the English reader—the ‘unities, the harangues, the
confidences, the absence of local colour, and the concealment of the
action-—was no more than the machinery for enhancing the effect of the
nner tragedy, and for doing away with every side 1ssue and every chance
of distraction His dramas must be read as one looks at an arry, delicate
starne, supported by artificial props, whese only jmporrance les n thg
fact that without them the statue itself would break in pieces and fall to the
ground Approached m this hght, even the ‘salle du palais de Pyrrhus’
begins to have a meaning We come to realise that, 1f 1r 1s nothing else, 1t 1
at Jeast the meeting-ground of great passions, the mvisible framework
for one of those noble conflicts which ‘make one little room an every-
where’ It will show us o views, no spectacles, it will give us no sense
of atmosphere or of mmaginative romance, but 1t will allow us to be present
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at the chmax of a tragedy, to follow the clusmg struggle of lugh destimes,
and to witness the final agony of hunin hearts !

Strachey 15 putting m the terms'of his own day the same arguments
that Lisidewus was advancing in defense of French neo-classic tragedy
The only real difference berween them 1s that Strachey, having learned
from several centuries of crincism and of change of taste, does noc
plead the virtues of the French as reasons for thinking the Enghsh,
who possess very different virtues, to be inferror But Lisideius 15 a
character 1n a dialogue, and Dryden can make the different points of
view which he introduces more clear-cut by having s characters for
the most pare argue agamnst each ather

Techmaques of exposition

Listdeius’ discussion of the French method of giving the ‘relanon,’
or as we should call 1t, the exposition, the mtial information the au-
dience must be given 1f 1t 1s to understand the opening of the action,
shows his aw arencss of a very real problem How 1s the dramatist to
put hus audience mn possession of the necessary itroductory facts wirh-
out holding up the play by some tedious mrtroductory speech or a
ptece of openmg drlogue in which two characrers tell each other what
both know in erder to inform the audience? Late Victeran comedy
used such devices as the housemad coming nto the empty room to
dust as soon as the curtam rose, and talking to herself about the various
members of the family and their problems Dramausts have used pro-
logues of diffcrent kinds, and many other devices one of the most
inreresting aspects of the maruring of Shakespeare’s art 1s the increas-
ing skill with which he manages to convey the necessary mtroductory
information withm the unfolding of ‘the dramauc action But even
m his later plays, Shakespeare 1s sometunes careless abour cxposition,
Prospero’s long talk to Miranda 1n the second scene of The Tempest,
and his subsequent rehearsal of Ariel’s early history by way of pumsh-
ment for Arel’s impatience, are not the happiest expositional devices
Expositson 18 most effective when nobody 1s aware that it 15 exposition
—as 1 Hamlet or Othelio—or where revelation of past incidents be-
comes 1tsclf an important part of the developing plot, as m Sophocles’
Oedrpus or, m a somewhat different way, 1n Ibsen’s Ghosts, or agan 1n

ILytton Strachey, Books and Characters, 1922 Reprinted by permission of Har-
court, Brace and Company, Inc and of Chatto and Windus, Lud
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Hamilet, where the ghost’s speech to the prince 1s both a hagh dramatic
moment and the revelation of a preceding event

Lisidewus prasses the French techmique of exposiion because in
French tragedy the nccessary mformation s given in the course of
dramatic conversation between principal characters, not by means
of a special prologue or through the conversation of mmor characrers
mtroduced solely for this purpose (Yet exposition through a speech
of a mmor character introduced for the purpose can, 1n expert hands,
be tmmensely effective, as m Philo’s opeming speech i Antony and

Cleopatra

Nay, but thus dotage of our general’s
O’erflows the measure

where 1n one sentence we get a vivid impression of what Antony was
m Rome and what he has become m Egypt } On the whole Lisiderus 1
right the French nco-classic dramansts tended to be more careful
about exposition than the Elizabethans, for the diversity and rapidity
of Elizaberhan drama made 1t easier for them to ship i an extra scene
for purcly expositional purposes

But there 1s another kind of exposition, Lisiderus proceeds to say,
which concerns not the presentation of events which happened before
the opening of the action of the play, but of events which happen dur-
g the play—offstage

But therc 15 another sort of relations, that 1s, of things happening n the
action of the play, and supposed to be done behind the scenes, and this
1s many nimes both convement and beauttful, for by it the French avod
the turnult which we are subject tomn England, by represennng duels,
battles, and the like, which renders our stage too hke the theatres where
they fight prizes For what 1s more ridiculous than to represent an army
with a drumn and five men behund 1t, all which the hero of the other side
15 to drive 1n before lum, or to see a duel fought and one slan with two
or three thrusts of the foils, which we know are so blunted, that we might
give an hour to kill another in good earnest with them

I have observed that mn all our tragedies, the audtence cannot forbear
Jaughing when the actors are to dig, 1t 1s the most conue part of the
whole play All passtons may be hively represented on the stage, if to the
well—wrltmg of them the actor supplies 1 good commanded vouce, and
himbs that move easily, and without snffness, but there are many actions
which can never be imtated to a just height dying especially s a thing
which none but a Roman gladiator could naturally perform on the stage,
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when he did not ymitate or represent, but naturally do 1t, and therefore
it s hetrer to omit the representation of 1t

The words of a good writer, whieh describe it lvely, will make a deeper
impression of belief in us thao all the actor can persuade us to, when he
secms to fall dead before us, as a poet in the descriprion of a beaunriful
garden, or a meadow, will please our imaginarion more than the place
mself can please gur sight When we see death represented, we are con-
vinced it s but fiction, but when we hear 1t related, our eyes, the strongest
witnesses, are wanung, which mght have undeceived us, and we are all
willing to favour the steight, when the poet docs not too grossly impose
on us They therefore who imagne these relations would make no con-
cernment m the audience, are deceived, by confounding them with the
other, which are of things antecedent to the play those [the expouinon
of events antecedent to the play] are made often 1 cold blood, as I may
say to the audience, but these are warmed with our concernments, which
werc before awakened m the play The soul, being already moved
with the characters and fortunes of those imagmary persons, continues
gomng of 1ts own accord, and we are no more weary to hear what becomes
of them when they are not on the stage, than we are to listen to the news
of an absent mistress But 1t 15 objected, thac if one part of the play may
be related, then why not all? I answer, some parts of the acrion are more
fit to be represented, some to be related Corneille says judiciously, that
the poet 1 not obhged to expose to view all particular actions which
conduce to the principal he ought to select such of them to be seen, which
will appear with the greatest beaury, either by the magnificence of the
show, or the vehemence of passions which they produce, or some other
<harm which they have in rthem, and let the rest arrve to the audience by
narration "Fis a great mstake mn us to believe the French present no part
of the actton on the stage, every alteration or crossing of a design, every
new-sprung passton, and turn of t, 15 a part of the action, and much the
noblest, except we concerve nothing te be action tll they come ro blows,
as 1f the pantng of the hero’s mind were not more properly the poet’s
work than the strength of his body

The last remark of Listdeius here—~that drama 1s more properly con-
cerned with mternal action than with mere external physical action—
15, of course, true, and would have been admutted as readily by Shake-
speare as by Corneslle But the Elizabethans preferred to symbolize
the mner action by appropriate outward action, to find 1n terms of
the outward action what T S Elot, m another connection, has called
the “objecuve correlative” of the nward development This 1s a df-
ference 1n dramatic convention, not between the good and the bad,
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and once agam the argnment pur forward by Lisidews really con-
cerns differences between conventions The showing of violent acuon
of the stage, the bringing on of a few armed men to represent an army
—~the kind of thing that Shakespeare does mn such profusion mn the
third act of Antony and Cleopatra—was perfectly appropriate on the
Elizabethan stage, where the setting was symbolic rather than reahstic
and the audience understood st to be so, bur less so on the picture-
frame stage which came i at the Restoration and which Lisidews has
mrmnd Violenr action was cqually mapproprate on the Greek stage,
for the very different reason that the formal and ritualistic movement
of Greek acting made 1t :impossible to do acts of violenice convineingly,
even at the symbolic level, and so the convention in Greek drama came
to be that all such wiolent actions tovk place offstage and was an-
nounced by a messenger, whose speech was often remarkable for de-
talled descriptive virtuosity The French neo-classic dramatists fol-
lowed this mede, and thus developed their own kind of virtuosity m
description of offstage occurrences It was because 1n the late seven-
teenth century critics were beginning ro forget the conventions of the
Elzabethan stage rthat devices appropriate to that stage were thought
to be unconvimcemg It has been left to modern critics to re-mterpret
Shakespeare’s theatrical devices m the hght of the conventions of his
own stage and m doing so to bong out beauties and kinds of effective-
ness that had been missed for almost three centuries Granville-Barker’s
Prefaces to Shakespeare achieve precisely this

Dirasnatic conventions

The questions raised by Lastdeius, thercfore, i his defense of French
neo-classic drama, can only be adequatcly solved through a proper
awareness of differing dramatic and theatrical conventions and the
devices appropriate to each Crinics always tend to assume that the
conventions of therr own day, or the ones to which they are most
accustomed, are more “real” or more “natural,” just as most theater-
goers today probably beleve that 1t 15 more “real” to see action pre-
sented 1n 2 room from which the fourth wall has been miraculously re-
moved than to have 1t done on the platform stage of the Elizabethans
with no attempt to give a precise visual location to every scene and
with much more fludity and symbolic scope i the movements of
the actors In fact, of course, neither convention 15 more “real” than
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the other All we can demand 15 that the convention should be ef-
fectively used There s no lmit to the demands that can be made on
the mmagmation—as Dr Johnson claimed 1 the passage from which
we quoted—provided that the demands are made with proper tact So
Lisidews’ point that “the words of a good writer will make a
deeper impression an us than all the actor can persuade us to, when he
seems to fall dead before us” 15 true enough within the conventions
of the Greek or the neo-classic stage, but on the Ehzabethan and in
considerable degree on the modern stage physical action can supple-
ment specch and symbolically portray its mearming sf dramanst, actors,
and producer all show cheir appropriate skills In bringing together
defenders of different dramatic modes i this daalogue, Dryden 1
obliquely calling attention to the place of convention i art

Dryden and Johnson on tragi-comedy

"Dryden himself, m the person of Neander, answers Lisidews’ argu-

~ments 1n favor of French neo-classic drama agamst the Enghsh He
grants “that the French contrive therr plots more regularly, and ob-
serve the laws of comedy, and decorum of the stage with more
exactness than the English,” and also adnuts that there are “irregulari-
ties” m Iaghsh plays lacking 1 the French, but he believes that
“neither bur faules nor their virtues are considerable enough to place
them above us” He remunds Lasideius chat the defintion of a play
to which they all previously agreed contaned the phrase “hively umi-
tation of Nature,” and mamntans that excessiy, regularity and formal-
ity destroy the necessary hveliness m a play XWe might add ar this
pomt that almost everything sad i this dialogue about plays apples,
though not always i quice the same way, to other literary ways of
handling a story, especially the novel The problem of exposition s,
m 1ts own way, quite as acute for the novelist as for the dramatist, as
15 also the problem of convention and the question of the relation
between events presented and events talked about ) As for “the min-
ghng of murth with serious plot,” Neander does not condemn this in
uself, though he condemns the way it 1s often done He goes on

He tells us, we cannot so speedily recollect curselves after a scene of great
passion and concernment, as to pass to another of murth and humour, and
to enjoy 1t with any relish but why should he imagine the soul of man
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more heavy than his senses® Does not the eve pass from an unpleasant
object to a pleasant m a much shorter ime than 15 requured to this? and
does not the unpleasantness of the first command the beauty of the latter?
The eld rule of logic might have convinced hum, that contranes, when
placed near, set off each other A continued gravity keeps the spint too
much bent, we must refresh it sometimes, as we bait in a journey, that
we may go on with greater ease A scene of nurth, mixed with tragedy,
has the same effect upon us which our music has berween the acts, and
that we find a relief to us from the best plots and language of the stage,
if the discowrses have been long 1 must therefore have stronger arguments,
ere | am convinced that compassion and murth in the same subject destroy
each other, and in the mean tune cannot but conclude, to the honour of our
natton, that we have mvented, increased, and perfected a more pleasant
way of writing for the stage, than was ever known to the ancients or
moderns of any nation, which is tragi-comedy

“Why should he mmagine the soul of man more heavy than his
senses?” This sentence 18 worthy to stand beside Dr Johnson’s later
“He that imagmes this may imagie more” as a sturdy assertion of the
rights of the imagimanion, and Dryden is here defending tragi-comedy
on simlar grounds to those on which Dr Johnson defended Shake-
speare for not paymng attention to the unuties of time and place But
Dryden has a second point  “contraries, when placed near, set off each
other ” This 15 perhaps a rudimentary notion of “comic relief,” and
indeed Dryden uses the word “relief” a few lines facther on It s,
however, only the barest sketch of a theory of comic relef, for he does
not proceed to discuss the conditions under which comic scenes 1n
tragedy can enhance rather than destroy the total tragic effect Comic
relief 15 surely more than the equivalent of incidental music becween
the acts, properly used, it 1s an integral part of the action and meaning
of the play

We mught put Dryden’s defense of tragi-comedy beside thar which
Dr Johnson was to include 1n his preface to his edition of Shakespeare
After pomting out chat the distimcrion between tragedy and comedy
arose from the accidental fact that some ancient dramatists chose as
their subject “the crimes of men, and some their absurdities,” he shows
how the laws of each were deduced from ancient practice, and then he
proceeds

there 15 always an appeal open from criticism ta nature The end of
wrnung s to instruct, the end of poetry 15 to mstruct by pleastng That
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the mingled drama may convey sall the mstruction of tragedy or comedy
cannot be dernued, because it includes both mn 1ts alternations of exhibition
and approaches nearer than erther to the appearance of hfe, by shewing
how great machinations and slender designs may promote or obviate one
another, and the high and the low co-operate 1n the general system by un-
avoldable concatenanon

It 15 objected, that by this change of scenes the passions are mterruptcd
1n thetr progression, and that the principal event, being not advanced by a
due gradation of preparatory incidents, wants at last the power to move,
wh1ch constitutes the perfection of dramatick poetry This reasoning s
so specious, that 1t 1s recerved as true even by those who in daily experience
feel 1t to be false The mnterchanges of mingled scenes seldom fail to pro-
duce the intended vicissitudes of passion Fiction cannot move so much,
but that the attentton may be easily transferred, and though it must be
allowed rhat pleasing melancholy be someumes mnterrupted by unwelcome
levity, yet let 1t be considered likewise, that melancholy 1s often not pleas-
ing, and that the disturbance of one man may be the relief of another, that
different audirors have different habirudes, and that, upon the whole, all
pleasure consists i variety

Here Dr Johnson accepts Dryden’s view of the pleasure to be de-
rived from interspersing tragic scenes with corme, but makes also the
further pomnt that tragi-comedy 15 justfied because hfe s hke that It
was on these grounds, 1t will be remembered, that Dryden defended
irregularyy es of the English drama in general aganst the cold formaley
of the Irench stage the Enghsh method gave a hveher picture of
human nacure 1 action We must remember that both Dryden and
Johnson held that the mam functon of imaginative hterature was to
mstruct the reader m what human nature was really hike by proper
representation of men 1 acrion, so that the “appeal from criticism to
nature” was always available In other words, any study of rechmque
(which was the means of adequately presenting “just and hvely images
of human nature”) could be cur short by an appeal to the end, the rep-
resentational effectiveness of the whole This 1s made clear by another
passage in Johnson’s preface, dealing with the same subject

Shakespeare’s plays are not in the ngorous and crincal sense erther
tragedies or comedies, but compositions of 2 distinct kind, exhibiing the
real state of sublunary nature, which partakes of good and ewil, jov and
sorrow, mngled with endless vaniety of proportion and innumerable modes
of combination, gnd expressing the course of the world, n which the loss
of one 1s the gan of another, 1n which, at the same tume, the reveller 1s
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hastening 1o his wine, and the mourner burymg his dead, in which the
malignity of one 15 sometimes defeated by rhe frolick of another, and
many mischiefs and many benefits are done and hindered without design

In the controversy berween Lisidews and Neander we often get
the impression that Lisidejus 15 so concerned with the means, with the
details of technique, that he rends to consider them an end n them-
selves, while Neander has a more flexible sense of the relation between
means and cnds and glances from one to the other more readily Lisi-
derus, however, 1s 1n this respect more typical of the professional man
of letters, for the practiemg writer 15 a5 a role more concerned with
pracucal questions of craftsmanshp than with the ulumate question of
what 1t 15 all meant to achieve The free play between theory and
practice which we find m Dryden’s criticisim 1s one sign of his superior-
1ty to the ordmary professional critic of his or any other nme We
return agam to the Essay on Dramatic Poesie

Variety and order

Cl:Teander next proceeds to defend the complexity of English plots
aganst the singleness of the French g

And thus leads me to wonder why Lisideins and many others should cry
up the barrenness of the French plots, above the varicty and copiousness
of the English Their plocs are single, they carry on one design, which 1s
pushed forward by all the actors, every scene 1n the play contriburing and
moving towards ¢ Our plays, besides the main design, have under-plots
or by-concernments, of less considerable’ persons and ntrigues, which are
carried on with the morion of rthe mam plor just as they say the orb
of the fixed stars, and those of the planets, though they have motions of
therr own, are whirled about by the motion of the Prvmm Mobile, i
which they are contamned That similitude cxpresses much of the English
stage, for if contrary motions may be found 1n nature to agree, 3f a planet
can go east and west at the same time, one way by virtue of his own mo-
tion, the other by the force of the First Maver [an image from the Prole-
maic system of astronomy] tt will not be difficult to inagine how the
under-plot, which 15 only diffcrent, not contrary to the great design, may
naturally be conducred along with 1t

Engemus has already shown us, from the confession of the French poets,
that the Umty of Action 15 sufficiently preserved, if all the unperfect ac-
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tions of the play are conducting to the mam design, but when those petty
wntrigues of a play are so1ll ordered, that they have no cbherence with the
other, I must grant that, Lisideius has reason to tax that want of due con-
nexion, for co-ordmation® n a play 1s as dangerous and unnacural 2s 1n a
state In the mean nime he must acknowledge, our vanety, if well ordered,
will afford a greater pleasure to the audience

“Varsety, 1f well ordered” 15 what Dryden defends, and he shows
n this argument a full sense of the importance of the one “unity” that
must be adhered to af a work of art 1s to have any coherence and ef-
fectiveness of design at all—the unity of action I subplots contribute
to and enlarge the meaning of the main plor, then they are to be wel-
comed, 1f they do not, then they are justly condemned Dryden had
both a feeling for form and a feelng for color and nchness, and he did
not make the mistake of supposing that one was mnconsistent with the
other

He applies the same argument to the question of varsety of char-
acters

There 15 another part of Lisidewus hus discourse, m which he has rather
excused our neighbours, than commended them, that 1, fer aimmg only
to make one person consuderable m thesr plavs "Tis verv true what he has
urged, that one character in all pliys, even without the poct's care, wiil
have advaptage of all the others, and that the design of the whole drama
will chirtly depend on it But this hinders not that there may be more
stunung characters in the play many persons of a second magnitude, nay,
some so very ncar, $0 almost equal to the first, that greatness may be
opposed to greatness, and all the persons be made considerable, not only
by their quahty, but their action [Onc might think of Brutus and Cassius
n Shakespeare's fulies Caesar ] "Tis evident thar the more the persons are,
the greater will be the varery of the plor If then the parts aie managed so
regularly, that the beauty of the whole be Lept entire, and that the vaniery
become not a perplexed and confused mass of accidents, you will find 1t
wfinitely pleasing to be fed 1n a labyrinth of design, where you see some of
your way before you, yet discern not the end ol you arrive at 1t

LSO long as the total design remains wrufted, vanety of characters 15
a virtue m 2 play rather than a defect {Everything depends on the
way the action 1s handled, the events must be so bound rogether thar
the spectator or reader 15 led forward “mn a labyrinth of design” with

? Either “lack of” has been unintentionally omitced here, or “co-ordination” 15 used
to mean rival orders acting simultanecusly
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the interest and the suspense mantained unul the final resolution Dry-
den and lus contemporaries were 1n the habit of comparing the plot of
a play with 2 “maze” laid out m a formal garden, which had a careful
and intricate design, but which could only be seen bit by bt as a
person explored it The “well made play”—to use a favorire phrase of
the day—was laid our like a2 well made garden mn both there was sus-
pense as to what one was gomng to see next, m both there were unex-
pectedness and variety, yet both were ordered with mettculous care

Kinds of aruficiality

Dryden then proceeds to take up Lisideius on the subject of “relations”
or exposition, and after some discussion concludes that “if we are to
be blamed for showing roo much of the action, the Freach are as
faulty for discovering too hittle of it a mean betwixt both should be
observed by every judicious writer, so as the audience may nesther be
lefr unsatisfied by not seemyg what 1s beaunful, or shocked by behold-
ing what 15 either incredible or undecent ” He then goes on to point
out that a “servile” observation of the unities of tirue and place and
other rules of that sort can resule in “dearth of plot” and “narrowness
of imagmation ”

How many beautiful accrdents mught naturaily happen in two or three
days, which cannot arrve with any probabihity i the compass of twen-
four hours® There ts time to be allowed also for maturity of design, which,
amongst great and prudent persons, such as are often represented in
Tragedy, cannot, with any hikelihood of trurh, be brought to pass at se
short a warning Farther, by tymng themselves stnictly to the Unity of
Place, and unbroken scenes, they are forced many times to onmit some
beauties which cannot be shown where the act began, but mght, if the
scene were mnterrupted, and the stage cleared for the persons to enter in
another place, and therefore the French poets are often forced upon
absurdities, for if the act begins n a chamber, all the persons in the play
must have some business or other to come thither, or else they are not to
be shown that act, and sometimes their characters are very unfitting to
appear there As, suppose 1t were the king’s bed-chamber, yet the meanést
man in the tragedy must come and dispatch his business there, rather than
in the lobby or courtyard (which 1s fitter for him), for fear the stage
should be cleared, and the scenes broken Many times they fall by it m a
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greater convenuence, for they keep thewr scenes unbroken, and yet
change the place, as in one of their newest plays, where the act begins in the
street There a gentlemaniis to meet tus friend, he sees hum with his man,
conung out from his farher’s house, they talk together, and the first goes
out the second, who 1s a lover, has made an appointment with tus mustress,
she appears at the window, and then we are to unagune the scene lies under
it This gentleman 15 called away, and leaves his servant with his mistress,
presently her father 15 heard from within, the young lady s afraid the
servingman should be discovered, and thrusts um in through a door, which
1s supposed to be her closer After thus, the father enters to the daughter,
and now the scene 1s n a house, for he 15 sceking from one room to another
for this poor Phulipin, or Freach Diego, who 1s heard from withun, drolling
and breaking many a muserable conceit upon Ius sad conditon In thss
ndiculous manner the play goes an, the stage being never empty all the
while so that the street, the window, the houses, and the closet, are made
to walk about, and the persons to stand sell Now what, I beseech you, 1s
more easy than ro wrire a regular French play, or more difficult than write
an irregular English one, Like those of Fletcher, or of Shakespeare?

It 15 a question of convention again Which artificiality do you pre-
fer that of having the same place on the stage represent now one place
and now a quite different one, or the sucking to the unity of place
at the cost of the unreahties noted above by Dryden® On either side
we rught ¢laim with Dr Johnson that “he who mmagimes this may
wmagine more ” The important thing 1s that, whichever convention 1s
employéd, it should be employed skilfully and convincingly

eander concludes his defense of the Englsh as agamst the French

play;s by “boldly affirmmg” two things of the Enghish drama

(F_z'rst, that we have many plays of ours as regular as any of theirs, and
which, besides, have more variety of plot and characrers, and secondly,
that 1n most of the srregular plays of Shakespeare or Fletcher (for Ben
Johnson's are for the most part regular) there 1s a more masculipe fancy
and greaccr spirit in the writing, than there 15 m any of the Frenc‘rﬁl could
produce, even 1n Shakespeare’s and Fletcher's works, some plays which
are almost exactly formed, as The Merry Wiwves of Windsor, and The
Scornful Lady but because {gencrally speaking) Shakespeare, who wnt
first, did not perfectly observe the laws of Comedy, and Fletcher, who
came nearer to perfection, yet through carelessness made many faults,
1 wiil take the pattern of a perfece play from Ben Johnson, who was a care-
ful and learned observer of the dramatic laws, and from all his comedses 1

P
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shall select The Silen: Woman, of which I shall make a short examen,
according to those rules which the French observe

Dryden on Shakespeare, Beaumont and
Fletcher, and Ben fonson

-

Before he embarks on this “examen”—which 15 of particular interest
3 the first sustaned piece of detailed pracucal criticism m English—
Neander 1s asked by the others to give a general crincal opimon of
Shakespeare, of Beaumont and Fletcher (considered as a single drama-
tist), and of Ben Jonson{ He does so, i the followmng paragraphs

[_Io begih, then, with Shakespeare He was the man who of all modern,
and perhaps ancient poets, had the largest and most comprehensive soul |
All the images of Nature were sull present to hum, and he drew them, not
laboriously, but luckily, when he describes any thing, you more than see
it, you feel 1t too Those who accuse him to have wanted learning, pive
him the greater commendation he was naturally learned, he needed not
the spectacles of books to read Nawmre, he looked mnwards, and found her
there I cannot say he 15 everywhere alike, were he so, T should do lam
Injury to compare lum with the greatest of mankind He 1s many times
flat, msipid, his comic wit degeneranng inte clenches {plays on words],
tus sertous swelhng mnto bombast But he 1s always great, when some great
accaston 15 preseated to him, no man can say he ever had a fit subject for
hiss wit, and ded not then raise tumself as hugh above the rest of poets,

Quantwm lenta solent mier v1burna cupress 3

The consideration of this made Mr Hales of Eaton say, that there was
no subject of which any poet ever wrrt, but he would produce 1t much
better treated of in Shakespeare, and however others are now generally
preferred before i, yet the age wherem he lived, which had contem-
poraries with hum Fletcher and Johnson [Ben Jonson] never equalled
them to him 1n their estcem and 1n the last King’s court, when Ben’s repu-
taton was at hughest, Sir John Suckling, and with him the greater part of
t%coumers, set our Shakespeare far above him

Beaumont and Flercher,iof whom I am next to speak, fhad, with the
advantage of Shakespeare’s wit, which was their precedent, (great natural
gifts, improved by study Beaumont especially being so accurate a judge
of plays, that Ben Johnson, while he lived, submitted all his wntings to

8 As the cypresses do among cratling hedgerow shoots Vergil, Ecloguer, 1, 25
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his censure, and, 'us thought, used his yjudgment correcting, if not con-
triving, all his plots What value he had for um, appears by the verses he
wIIt to lum, and therefore I need speak no farther of it The first play that
brought Fletcher and him in esteem was thewr Piulaster for before that,
they had written two or three very unsuccessfully . {Therr plots were
generally more regular than Shakespeare’s,\especially those which were
made before Beaumont's deatht( and they understood and imitated the
conversation of gentlemen much betted, whose wild debaucheries and
squickness of wit in repartees, no poet can ever pamt as they have done
Humour, which Ben Johnsen derves from parncular persons, they made
it not their business to describe they rcpresented all the passions very lwely,
but above all, love Tam apt to behieve the English language 1n them arrived
to its hughest perfection what words have since been taken m, are rather
supcrfluous than ornamental Thesr plays are now the most pleasant and
frequent entertainments of the stage, two of theirs being acted through
the year for one of Shakespeare’s or Johnson’s the reason 15, because there
15 2 certamt gaety 1n their comedtes, and pathos in their more serious plays,
which swits generally wich all men’s humours Shakespeare’s language s
bikewise a little obsalete, and Ben Johnson's wit comes short of theirs

{As for Johnson, to whose character I am now arnived, 1f we look upen
him while he was humself (for his last plays were but his dotages), I
think hum the most learned and judicious wrniter which any theatre ever
had !—Ie was a most severe judge of humself, as well as others One cannot
say he wanted wat, but rather that he was frugal of it In hus works you find
liztle to retfench or alter Wi, and language, and humour also 1n some
measure, we had before hum, but something of art was wanung to the
Drama, ull he came He managed hus strength to more advantage than any
who preceded him You seldom find him making love sn any of his scenes,
or endeavouring to move the passions, hus genius was too sullen and satur-
nine to do 1t gracefully, especially when he knew he came after those who
had perfermed both to such an height Humour was hus proper sphere, and
m that he dehighted most to represent mechanmic people He was deeply
conversant it the Ancients, both Greek and Latin, and he borrowed boldly
from them there 18 scarce a poet or histortan among the Roman authors
of those times whom he has not translated 1n Sejanus and Catilime But he
has done tus robberies so openly, that one may see he fears not to be taxed
by any law He mnvades authors like a monarch, and what would be theft
m other poets, 15 only victory i lum With the spoils of these writers he
so represents old Rome to us, in 1ts rites, ceremonies, and customs, that if
one of their poets had written tither of fus tragedies, we had seen less of 1t
than in him If there was any fault 1n his language, *twas that he weaved 1t
too closely and laboriously, n his serious plays perhaps too, he did a
little too much Romanize our tongue, leaving the words which he trans
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lated almost as much Latin as he found them wherein, though he learnedly
followed the 1digm of their language, he did not enough comply with the
idiom of oursy If I would compare him with Shakespeare, I must ackaowl-
edge hum the‘more correct poet, but Shakespeare the greater wit Shake-
speare was the Homer, or father of our dramatic poets, Johnson was the
Virgil, the pattern of elaborate wnting, I admire hum, but 1 love Shake-
speare o conclude of him, as he has given us the most correct plays, so 1n
the pretepts which he has lad down i his Discoverses, we have as many
and profirable rules for perfecting the stage, as any wherewith the French
can furnish ug

It will be seen that much of the effectiveness of the critical method
employed here arises from the techmque of comparison Dryden has
the qualities of all three (or four) dramatists in hus mind at once, and
lustrates one by comparing and contrastng 1t with another—which in
fact enables hun to say something illunmnanng about both dramansts
at once] His distincrion between the greae natural gifts of Shakespeare,
the cultivation of Beaumont and Fletcher, and Ben Jonson's learning
1s the mamn thread on which most of his criticism 1s strung There 1s
also a notion of development from the grand and rugged to the more
pobshed and refined (“Shakespeare was the Homer, or father of our
dramatic poets, Johnson was the Virgil, the pattern of elaborate writ-
mg”), though Dryden does not seem sufficiently aware that to excel
n a contemporary fashion of witty discourse n a way ‘that makes
readers of one particular tume hail an author as supreme 15 no necessary
mdication of development or improvement 1n any absolute sense “The
conversation of gentlemen,” which Beaumont and Fletcher are prased
for reproducing so perfectly, 1s an ephemeral fashion, and to imitate
it too closely 1s to risk being forgotten when the fashion changes Dry-
den mught have made the pomnt that Shakespeare builds on the wit of
his day to produce something far richer and more permanent, whale
Beaumont and Fletcher tended to be sausfied with contemporary fash-
1on 10 both wit and sentiment In other words, Dryden (like all critics)
15 1n some degree bound by his own time, and looking back from the
1660s on the achievement of the Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists
he cannot help reflecting cerrain movements of taste that occurred
throughout the seventeenth century

Nevertheless, his catholicity of taste and fairness of judgment are
remarkable The judrcial balancing of virtues and faules, the sense
that each of these writers has hus own special gifts and 15 not necessanly
to be censured for lacking qualities which another may have, the
ability to summarze the total achievement of 2 writer, are all marks of
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a great critic This, of course, 1s not practical criticism of individual
works but the rather different type of criucism which consists i gen-
cral assessment of a mam That shufts m raste as well as abundance in
production had helped to develop a more mature and more flexible
technique m this kind of criticism can be seen at once if we put Dry-
‘den’s portrait of these dramausts bestde Ben Jonson'’s sketch of Shake-
speare Therc are many resemblances, both in manner and m pownt
of view, but the fact remains that Jonson’s 1s a far sketchier and less
organzed performance than Dryden’s more polished studies Dry-
den’s, of course, is a set ptece, while Jonson was merely jotung down
some random notes about Shakespeare’s work and personality, so 1t
15 hardly fair to place them side by side Yet even if we make allowance

for this, the greater criucal sophisticanon of Dryden must be
acknowledged

There 15 an mmpled contrast between techmcal perfection and
human vitabty i both Jouson’s and Dryden’s remarks, and when
Dryden says that he admires Jonson but loves Shakespeare (which re-
munds us of Jonson’s “I loved the man ) one would wish to hear
more about the basis of this distinction between admiranion and love
and why those qualities in a writer which can arouse love 1n another
writer are not also to be admired, even from a techmcal point of view
Thus 1s the means-ends problem agam, yust hunted at and no more

Dryden on Jonson’s Silent Woman

Dryden then proceeds to his analysis of Ben Jonson’s play, The Silent
Woman It must be remembered that Dryden 1s here trying to show
that, even if we observe the rules which the French dramatists so 1nsist
on and judge a play only by those standards, there are Enghsh plays
which will emerge with full marks He takes a play of Jonson’s to
demonstrate this, because Jonson 1s the most “regular” of the English
dramatists His “examen” of the play 15 then a techmical analysis m-
tended to show the successful mtegration of the action, the effective
handling of the scenes according to the unines of time and place, the
proper tlustration of varieties of human nature, and the organzation
of the plot 1n such a way that interest is kept mounting unul the final
resolution The analysis 1s a long one, but as 1t 1s a techmeal achieve-
ment of a high order and probably the first of its kind in Englsh, 1t 1
worth quoting 1n full
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EXAMEN OF THE SILENT WOMAN

To begim first with the length of the action, 1t 15 so far from exceeding
the compass of a natural day that 1t takes not up an artificial orte, "Tis all
mcluded 1n the hmuts of three hours and a half, which 15 no more than
1s required for the presentment on the stage a beauty perhaps not much
observed, if 1t had, we should not have looked on the Spamsh translation
of Five Hours with so much wonder The scene of it 1s lad i London, the
lantude of place 15 almost as little as you can imagine, for it hes all within
the compass of two haouses, and after the first act, m one The continuty
of scenes 1s observed more than i any of our plays, except his own Fox
and Alchenmst They are not broken above twice or thrice at most in
the whole comedy, and in the two best of Corneillels plays, the Cid and
Cinna, they are mterrupted once The action of the play 1s entirely one,
the end or aim of which 1s the seethng Morose’s estate on Dauphine The
intrigue of 1t 1s the greatest and most noble of any pure unmixed comedy
n any language, you sce 1n 1t many persons of vanous characters and
humours, and ali delightful As first, Morose, or an old man, to whom all
nosse but lus own talking 1s offensive Some who would be thought critics,
say this humour of his 1s forced but to remove that objection, we tay
consider lum first to be naturally of a dehcate hearing, as many are, to
whom all sharp sounds are unpleasant, and secondly, we may atrribute
much of 1t to the peevishness of his age, or the wayward authonity of an
old man 1n his own house, where he may make himself obeyed, and to this
the poet seems to allude i tus name Morose Besides this, 1 am assured
from divers persons, that Ben Jonson was actually acquainted with such a
man, onc altogether as ridiculous as he 15 here represented Others <ay,
1t 1s not enough to find one man of such an humour, 1t must be common
to more, and the more common the more natural To prove ths, they
instance in the best of comical characters, Faistaff There are many men
resembling hum, old, fat, merry, cowardly, drunken, amorous, vam, and
lymg Butte convince these people, T actd but tell them that humour is the
ndiculous extravagance of conversation, wherem one man differs from al
others If then 1t be common, or commumicated to many, how differs
from other men’s* or what indeed causes 1t to be nidiculous so much as the
singularity of 1t> As for Falstaff, he 1s not properly one humour, but a
muscellany of humours or images, drawn from so many several men that
wherein he 1s singular 15 hus wie, or those things he says preter expectatum,
unexpected by the audience, his quick evasions, when you mmagwe hum
surprised, which, as they are extremely diverung of themselves, so receive
a great addition from his person, for the very sight of such an unwieldy
old debauched fellow 15 a comedy alone And here, having a place so
proper for 1t, I cannot but enlarge somewhat upon this subject of humour
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into whach I am fallen The ancients had httle of 1t in their comedies, for
the 1o yeoiov [the laughable] of the old comedy, of which Arstophanes
was chief, was not so much to :mitate a man, as to make the people laugh
at some cdd concest, which had commonly somewhat of unnarural or ob-
scene m 1t Thus, when you see Socrates brought upon the stage, you are
not to mmagine tum made nidiculous by the imitation of hus 2cnons, bur
rather by making hum perform something very unhke humself, something
so childish and absurd, as by comparing 1t with the gravicy of the true
Socrates, makes a ndiculous object for the spectators In their New Com-
edy which succeeded, the poets sought indeed to express the 46os [charac-
ter], asn their tragedies the wdfos [emonion] of mankind But this §6os con-
ramed only the general characters of men and manners, as old men, lovers,
serving-men, courtezans, parasites, and such other persons as we see m
their comedses, all which they made alike thart 15, one old man or father,
one lover, one courtezan, so hke another, as if the first of them had begot
the rest of every sort: Ex hownne bunc natum dicas [You would say that
one man was bom from the other ] The same custom they observed like-
wise i their tragedies As for the French, though they have the word
bumeur among them, yet they have smali use of 1t in their comedies or
farces, they bemg but 1ll imitations of the rrdiculum, or that which stirred
up laugheer 1 the Old Comedy But among the English 'us otherwise
where by humour 1s meant some extravagant habit, passion, or affecton,
particular (a5 I sad before) to some one person, by the oddness of which,
he 15 immediately distingwished from the rest of men, which being lvely
and naturally represented, most frequently begets that mahcious pleasure
in the audience which 1s testified by laughter, as all things which are de-
“<anions from customs are ever the aptest to produce it though by the way
this laughter 1s only accidental, as the person represented 1s fantastic or
bizarre, but pleasure 15 essential to 1, as the imitation of what s narural
The description of these humours, drawn from the knowledge and ob-
servation of particular persons, was the pecuhar genius and talent of Ben
Jonson, to whose play I now return

Besides Morose, there are at least nine or ten different characters and
humours m The Stlent Woman, all which persons have several concera-
ments of their own, yet are all used by the poet, to the conducting of the
main design to perfection I shall not waste ume in commending the writ-
ing of this play, but [ will givé you my opinion, that there 15 more wit and
acuteness of fancy 1n 1t than n any of Ben Johnson's Besides, that he has
here described the conversation of gentlemen i the persons of True-Wit,
and lus friends, with more gaety, air, and freedom, than in the rest of his
comedies For the contrivance of the plot, "tis extremely elaborate, and yet
withal easy, for the Adows, or untying of 1t, 'us so admirable, that when 1t 15
done no one of the audience would think the poet could have mssed 1t,
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and yet it was concealed so much before the last scene, that any other way
would sooner have entered into your thoughts But I dare not take upon
me to commend the fabric of 1t, because 1t 15 altogether so full of art, that
I must unravel every scene in it to commend tt as I ought And this ex-
cellent contrivance 1s still the more to be admred, because 'us comedy,
where the persons are only of common rank, and their busiess pnvate,
not clevated by passions or high concernments, as mn serious plays Here
every one 1s a proper judge of all he sees, nothing 1s represenred but that
with which he daily converses so that by consequence all faults lie open
to discovery, and few are pardonable But our poet who was not
ignorant of these difficulties, had prevailed hunself of all advantages, as he
who designs a large leap takes his mise from the highest ground One of
these advantages 15 that which Corneille has laid down as the greatest
which cam arrive to any poem, and which he himself could never compass
above thrice i all hus plays, viz the making choice of some signal and
long-expected day, whereon the action of the play 15 to depend Thus day
was that designed by Dauphine for the settling of his uncle’s estate upon
hum, which to compass, he contrives to marry hum That the marriage had
been plotted by hum long beforchand, 15 made evident by what he tells
True-Wit 1n the second ace, that in one moment he had destroyed what
he had been raising many months

There 15 another aruifice of the poet, which 1 cannot here omut, because
by the frequent practice of i1t i his comedies he has left it to us almost as a
rule, that 1s, when he has any character or humour wheremn he would show
a coup de Mastre, or his hughest slull, he recommends it to your observa-
tion by a pleasant descripuion of 1t before the person first appears Thus,
n Bartholomew-Farr he gives you the pictures of Numps and Cokes, and 1n
this those of Daw, Lafoole, Morose, and the Collegtate Ladies, all which
you hear described before you see them So that befare they come upon
the stage, you have a longing expectation of them, whch prepares you
to receive them favourably, and when they are there, even from theur firse
appearance you are so far acquamnted with them, that nothing of their
humour 15 lost to you

1 will observe yet one thing further of this admurable plot, the business
of 1t rises in every act The second 1s greater than the first, the third than
the second, and so forward to the fifth There too you see, ull the very last
scene, new difficulnies ansing to obstruct the action of the play, and when
the audience 1s brought into despair that the business can naturally be
effected, then, and not before, the discovery 1s made But that the poet
rught entertam you with more vartery all this while, he reserves some new
characters to show you, which he opens not till the second and third act,
m the second Morose, Daw, the Barber, and Otter, m the third the Col-
legiate Ladies all which he moves afterwards in by-walks, or under-plots,
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as diversions to the mamn design, lest it should grow redious, though they
are stiil naturally jomned with it, and somewhere or other subservient to it
Thus, like a skilful chess-player, by hittle and hetle he draws out s men,
and makes his pawns of use to hus grearer persons

This 15 a close and rechmcal discussion of the play, yet even here
Dryden allows himself to digress occastonally into a generahzation,
for example hus discussion of humor Such digressions give us glimpse
of some of the critical principles underlymg the analysis For example,
when he defends Jonson for his creation of the character of Morose,
he appeals for a moment “from criticism to natere” and says that such
a man actually existed This, of course, would be no defense on
Ansstotle’s principles, for, as we have seen, for Arstotle the actual
was not necessarily the probable, and imaginative hterature dealt with
the lacter rather than the former Dryden touches on thus pomt when
he goes on to admit that “others say, 1t 1s not enough to find one man
in such an humour, 1t must be common to more, and the more commeon
the more natural ” But he answers the point by defimng “humour” as
“the nidiculous extravagance of conversation, wherein one man differs
from all others ” This defimition 1s part of a general theory of comedy
which, however, Dryden does not claborate Nor does he enter mto a
discussion of the relation between extravagance and “just and lively
imitation,” though it would not be difficult to show that in this kind of
comedy extravagance 1s the method of producing hiveliness

Dryden’s main interest 1s with “the contrivance of the plot,” and
he shows in some detail how Ben Jonson succeeds in mantaiming inter-
est For him the plotis the “intrigue,” the cumulanive complication and
eventual resolution of the action “The busmess of 1t mses in every
act,” and the resolution, when we are finally presented with 1t, 15 at
the same tme inevitable and unexpected One mighe argue that this
i$ to concentrate on the mere mechanics of a play, and to ignore the
sources of 1its real hife, that any competent detecnive story might be
said to have the same virtues, and that notlung 15 said about the
qualty of Ben Jonson's imagination or the total esthetic achievement
represented by the play This is true enough up to a pomt, bur i
should be noted that 1 his discussion of humor, of the nature of the
characterization, of the devices for making the audience interested
m a character before he actually appears, Dryden goes beyond mere
detective story devices Further, Jonson’s comedies are n fact brilhant
exercises 1n the portrayal of the humor of character within a frame-
work of a progressively mtriguing action, the action itself deniving
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from the “humours” of the characters, they are qute different mn
kind from, say, such a comedy as Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night and
more akin to the eighteenth century comedies of Sheridan Dryden’s
analysis goes further to explain the mnner workings and the appeal of
thus kind of play than thus kind of analysis would for Shakespeare—or,
to take a very different kind of comedy agamn, for Bernard Shaw
Finally, it must be remembered that competent craftsmanship 15 the
basic prerequisite for any success on the higher imagmative levels, and
1t 15 always healchier for a critic to concentrate on techmque, and pomt
out with the expert’s eye the kinds of cunning employed in the work
under discussion, than to concern himself with grandiose generaliza-
tions phrased m vague and subjective language The most profound
practical crincism wall move freely from demonstrations of craftsman-
ship to discussions of ultimate effect and value, and, as we have seen,
there 1s something of this movement i Dryden If we feel that there
18 not enough, we must remember that Dryden lived 1n an age of
technical consolidation, after almost a century of brilliant but often
erratic lirerary production, technical discipline rather than surging
mspiration was the objective of his generation And Dryden, himself
a practicing poet and dramatist of a very high order, was in a umque
positton to provide 1t both 1n theory and n practice

We must remember, too, that Dryden’s method shifts according
to the work he 1s discussing, he was intelhgent and sensitive enough as
2 critie to reahize that different kinds of works require different eriical
approaches He would never have analyzed Shakespeare the way he
analyzed Jonson, for he knew that they were domng different sorts
of thing The greatest temptation for crntics 1s, once they have worked
out a method of analysis which apphes to some of therr favorite works,
to stick to it ngidly and apply it inflexibly to works written on a dif-
ferent plan and with different ends m view The ninercenth century
critics who looked down on Pope because he did not write like Shelley
were as much at fault here as the ngid neo-classic enties who censured
all those who did not observe the “rules” faithfully As Pope put it in
his “Essay on Criticism,” expressing (as he does throughout the essay)
mn a thyming tag one of the great commonplaces of criticism

In ev'ry work regard the writer’s end,
Since none can compass more than they mtend

Of course, one can discriminate between ends, and maintam that the
comedy of Jonson 15, as a species of wrniting, less valuable or less -
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teresting than the comedy of Shakespeare or of Aristophanes But that
must not mean that Jonson should be cniticized as though he were an
Aristophanes who failed

Dryden hunself summed up the matter very neatly mn a note he
jotted down on the fly-leaf of a book by Thomas Rymer, a nigid neo-
classic critic who objected strenuously to everything that did not
steictly follow what he deemed to be the rules of classical writing
Rymer produced in 1678 a book called The Tragedies of the Last Age,
jadging Elzabethan and Jacobean drama by classical rules and finding
1t sorely wanting, and Dryden made some notes for a reply in the copy
which Rymer gave to him, but never published them “It i not
enough,” he wrote at one point, “that Aristotle has said so, for Aristotle
drew his models of tragedy from Sophocles and Eunipides and, sf
he had seen ours, might have changed hus nund ”

Rbyme as a conventton m drama

)The final argument 1n the Essay on Dramatic Poeste concerns the
su1tab111ty of rhyme for drama Dryden defends rhyme in drama
against the confention that 1t 15 unnatural and gives the unpression of
an ntolerable artificiahity, by what 15 essentially an appeal to the con-
ventional nature of all art ’\lf one character speaks one half of a couplet
and the other completes 1t, 1s this not monstrously unnatural® It might
be in comedy, rephes Dryden (as Neander), where greater realism 1s
demanded, but m cragedy, which “is indeed the representation of
Nature, but Nature wrought up to an higher pitch” 1t may be
perfectly appropriate “The plot, the characters, the wat, the passions,
the descriptions are all exalted above the level of common converse, as
high as the imagmation of the poet can carry them, with proportion
to venissmility ” As for the completion of a couplet by a second
speaker, which gives the impression of a “confederacy” of two people—

how comes this confederacy to be more displeasing te you, than in a
dance which 1s well contrived® You see there the united design of many
persons to make up one figure after they have separated themselves in
many petty divisions, they rejom one by one into a gross the confederacy
15 plain amongst them, for chance could never produce any thing so
beauniful, and yet there 1s nothing 1n 1t, that shocks your sight

In the defense of the Essay on Dramatic Poesie, which Dryden pre-
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fixed to the second edition of The Indiuan Emperor m 1668, he went
further in this direction

As for what he urges, that o play will still be supposed 1o be a compos-
tion of several persons speaking ex tempore, and that good verses are the
bardest things whick can be vmagmed to be so spoken, I must crave leave
to dissent from his opimion, as to the former part of 1t for, 1if I am not
decerved, a play 1s supposed to be the work of the poer, initating or
representing the conversation of several persons and this T think to be
clear, as he thinks the contrary

But I wili be bolder, and do not doubt to make 1t good, though a paradox,
that one great reason why prose 1s not to be used i serious plays, 1s,
because 1t 15 too near the natare of converse therc may be too great a

likenéss, as the most skilful panters affirm, that there may be too near a
resemblance 1n a picture

A play 1s not people speaking ex rempore, 1t 15 “the work of the
poet ” Art 1s not Nature, and there would be no pomt to it of 1
were Dryden was the first Enghsh critic to concern himself with the
relation between convention and naturalism (though he did not use
those terms) in 2 representational theory of art

Dryden on Chaucer

Dryden’s critical output was so diverse that one could write a whole
manual of criticism illustrating 1t solely by quotation from him Bur we
cannot, 1n a book of this kind, give too much space to any one crnitic,
however stimulating and versatile énc further example of his critical
wrung, however, must be given His Preface to the Fables, wntten in
the Jast year of hus Iife, discussed 1 2 mature and relaxed manner some
of the authors he had been translating (Homer, Vergil, Ovid, Chaucer,
Boccaccio) There s an iluminating comparison between Homer and
Vergil, and another between Ovid and Chaucer{but the high pont for
the reader interested m English literature 1s theTong account of Chau-
cer which occupies the whole of the second part of the essay Histori-
cal and brographical facts are here mingled with more strictly entical
observations, but the central aim—to give the reader a sense of Chau-
cer’s literary character and achievement—is never lost sight of and
Dryden succeeds admuirably n projecting into the reader’s mind his
own feehng for Chaucer as well as providing an objective account
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of hus qualities This 15 practical criticism really working, 1t is not writ-
ten for the specialist or the fellow cnitic, the language 15 free from
jargon, the movement from lrerature to life and back agan 15 made
effortlessly, a variety of tools are used to build up a picture of both the
man and his work, and of the effect of his work on the reader, and the
tone 1s continuously relaxed and almost colloquial There are some
historical errors Dryden was led by the changes that had occurred
the language between Chaucer’s ume and his own into believing that
Chaucer’s verse was less regular than it i fact was The seventeenth
century did not read Chaucer properly, and was thus unable to ap-
precsate fully his metrical skill, it was only after later scholars had
mvestigated Chaucersan pronunciation that full appreciation of Chau-
cer as a metrist was possible But apart from this kind of error, which
was mevitable 1n his day, Dryden’s remarks on Chaucer are a2 model of
one kind of practical criticism The discussion 15 less techmical than
the analysis of The Stlent Woman and does not follow any very ob-
vious plan or method It 15, 1n fact, popular erticism, but i the best
sense of the word It 15 criticism addressed to the intelligent layman,
and 1s to be distingusshed from the more strenuous kind of professional
criicism whose value 15 of a rather different kind The discussion of
Chaucer follows after a companson between Chaucer and Ownid He
turns now to “Chaucer in particular ”

In the:fir.t place, as he 15 the father of Englsh poetry, so I hold tum
in the svﬁc degree of veneration as the Grecians held Homer, or the
Raman, Ay gl He 15 a perpetual fountain of good sense, learn’d 1n all
sciences, and, therefore, speaks properly on all subjects As he knew what
to say, 5o he knows also when to leave off, a continence which is practiced
by few writers, and scarcely by any of the ancients, excepting Virgil and
Horace One of our late grear poets 1s sunk m his repuration, because he
could never forgive any conceit which came m his way, but swept hke
a drag-net, great and small There was plenty enough, but the dishes were
ill sorted, whole pyramuds of sweetmeats for boys and women, but little of
solid meat for men All this proceeded not from any want of knowledge,
but of judgment Nesther did he want that 1n discerning the beauties and
faults of other poets, but only indulged himself in the luxury of wnting,
and perhaps knew it was a fault, but hoped the reader would not find 1t
For this reason, tho' he must always be thought & great poet, he 1s no
longer esteemed a good writer, and for ten impressions, which s works
have had in so many successive years, yet at present a hundred books are
scarcely purchased once a twelve-month, for, as my last Lord Rochester
said, tho' somewhat profanely, Not being of God, be could not stand
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Chaucer followed Nature everywhere, but was never so bold to go
beyond her, and there 1s a great difference of being poeta and mmns poeta,
if we may believe Catullus, as much as betwixt a modest behaviour and
affectation The verse of Chaucer, I confess, 15 not harmomous to us,
they who lived with tum, and some time after hum, thought 1t musical,
and 1t continues so, even in our judgment, 1f compared with the numbers
of Lydgate and Gower, tus contemporaries there 15 the rude sweetness
of a Scotch tune mn 1t, which 15 narural and pleasing, tho’ not perfect
"Tis true, I cannot go so far as he who published the last edimon of fum,
for he would make us behieve the fault 15 in our ears, and that there were
really ten syllables m a verse where we find but nine but this opinon 1s
not worth confuting, *us so gross and obvious an error, that common sense
{which 1s 2 rule 1s everything bur matters of Faith and Revelation) must
convince the reader, that equality of numbers, in every verse which we call
herose, was esther not known, or not always practiced, in Chaucer’s age
It were an easy matter to produce some thousands of his verses, which
are lame for want of half a foot, and sometimes a whole one, and which no
pronunciatton can make otherwise We can only say, that he hived in the
infancy of our poetry, and that nothing is brought to perfection at the
first. We must be children before we grow men There was an Enmus, and
in process of nme a Lucihus, and a Lucretws, before Virgil and Horace,
even after Chaucer there was a Spenser, a Harrington, a Fairfax, before
Waller and Denham were in being, and our numbers [versification] were
in their nonage tll these last appeared I need say hittle of tus parentage,
Itfe, and fortunes, they are to be found at large 1n all the edirions of his
works As for the rehgion of our poet, he seems to have some lictle
bias towards the opimions of Wicliffe, after John of Ghant [Gaunt] his
patron, somewhat of which appears m the tale of Piers Plowman yet I can-
not blame tum for wmveighing so sharply agamnst the vices of the clergy
hus age their pnde, their ambinion, theiwt pomgp, their avarice, thewr wordly
mterest, deserved the lashes which he gave them, both m that, and in most
of tus Canterbury Tales Neither has tus contemporary Boccace {Boccac-
cto] spared them yet both these poets hved i much esteem with good and
holy men 1n orders, for the scandal which 1 given by particular priests
reflects not on the sacred function Chaucer’s Monk, tus Canon, and his
Friar, took not from the character of his Good Parson A saurical poet 18
the check of the laymen on bad priests We are only to take care, that we
involve not the innocent with the guilty n the same condemnation

He must have been 2 man of a most wonderful comprehensive nature,
because, as it has been truly observed of tumn, he has taken mto the compass
of tus Canterbury T'ales the various manners and humours (as we now call
them) of the whole Enghsh nation, i his age Not a single character has
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escaped him All his pilgrims are severally distingusshed from each other
and not only in their inclinations, but in their physiognornies and persons

The matrer and manner of thetr tales, and of their telling, are so suited
to their different educations, humours, and caliings, that each of them
would be smproper it any other mouth Even the grave and serious char-
acters are distinguished by their several sorts of gravity their discourses
are such as belong to their age, their calling, and their breeding, such as
are becomung of them, and of them only Some of his persons are
vicious, and some virtuous, some are unlearn'd, or (as Chaucer calls them)
lewd, and some are learn'd Even the nibaldry of the low characters 1s dif-
ferent the Reeve, the Miller, and the Cook, are several men, and distin-
guished from each other as much as the mincing Lady-Prioress and the
broad-speaking, gap-toothed Wife of Bach But enough of this, there 15
such a variety of game springing up before me, that I am distracted in my
choice, and know not which to follow "Tis sufficient to say, according to
the proverh, that here 1s God's plenty We have our forefathers and great-
grand-dames all before us, as they were in Chaucer’s days their general
characters are still remaining it mankmd, and even in England, tho’ they
are called by other names than those of Monks, and Friars, and Canons, and
Lady Abbesses, and Nuns, for mankind 1s ever the same, and nothing lost
out of Nature, tho’ everything i altered May I have leave to do myself
the justice (since my enemies will do me none, and are so far from granting
me to he a good poet, that they will not allow me 50 much as to be a
Christian, or 2 moral man), may I have leave, I say, to mform my reader,
that I have _onfined my choice to such tales of Chaucer as savour nothing
of mmme .csty If I had desired more to please than to mstruct, the Reeve,
tl v suller, the Shipran, the Merchant, the Summer, and, above all, the
Wife of Bath, in the Prologue to her Tale, would have procured me as
many friends and readers, as there are bearx and ladies of pleasure m the
town ButI will no more offend agamst good manners 1 am sensible as 1
ought to be of the scandal I have given by my loose writings, and make
what reparanion I am able, by this public acknowledgment If anythung of
this nature, or of profaneness, be crept mnro these poems, I am so far from
defending 1t, that I disown 1t Totum hoc mdictum vole (I wish all of 1t
unsaid ] Chaucer makes another manner of apology for his broad speaking,
and Boccace nmakes the like, but T will follow neicher of them Qur coun-
tryman, m the end of his Characters, before the Canterbury Tales, thus
excuses the ribaldry, which 1s very gross in many of his novels—

But firste, I prav you, of vour courtesy,
That ye ne arrete 1t not my villany,
Though that [ plainly speak in this marrere,
To tellen you her words, and eke her chere
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Ne though I speak her words properly,
For this ve knowen as well as I,

Who shall tellen a tale afrer a man,

He mote rehearse as nye as ever he can
Everich word of it ben 1n huis charge,

All speke be, never so rudely, ne large

Or else he mote tellen his tale untrue,

Or feme things, or find words new

He may not spare, altho he were his brother,
He mote as well say o word as another
Crst spake himself ful bread i holy Wi,
And well I wote no villainy 15 1t,

Eke Plate saith, who so can lum rede,
The words mote been cousin to the dede

Yet if a man should have enquired of Boccace or of Chaucer, what need
they had of introducing such characters, where obscene words were
proper 1in their mouths, but very indecent to be heard, I know not what
answer they could have made, for that reason, such tales shall be left untold
by me You have here a specimen of Chaucer's language, which s so obso-
lete, that his sense 15 scarce to be understoed, and you have likewise more
than one example of his unequal numbers, which were mentioned before
Yet many of his verses consist of ten syllables, and the words notr much
behind our present English as for example, these two tines, in the descrip-
tion of the Carpenter’s young wife—

Wincing she was, as s a jolly colt,
Long as a mast, and upright as a bolt

. Chaucer, I confess, 1s a rough diamond, and must first be polished,
ere he shunes T deny not hikewsse, that, living in our early days of poctry,
he writes not always of a prece, but sometmes nungles trivial things with
those of greater moment Somentimes also, though not often, he runs not,
ike Ovid, and knows not when he has said enough Bur there are more
great wits beside Chaucer, whose fanlt 1s their excess of conceits, and those
sll sorted An author 1s nor to write all he can, but all he ought Having ob-
served this redundancy m Chaucer, (as 1t is an easy matter for a man of
ordmary parts to find a fault 1n one of greater,) 1 have not ued myseif 1o a
lireral rranslation, but have often omuted what I judged vnnecessary, or
not of digmty enough to appear in the company of better thoughts I have
presumed further, i some places, and added somewhat of my own where
I thought my auwthor was deficient, and had not given his thoughts their
true lustre, for want of words i the beginmung of our language And to
this T was the more emboldened, because (1f I may be pernutted to say it
of myself) I found I had a soul congerua) to hus, and that I had been con-
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versant 1n the same studtes Another poet, 1 another age, may take the
same hberty with my writings, if at least they live long enough to deserve
correctton It was also necessary sometimes to restore the sense of
Chaucer, which was lost or mangled i the errors of the press Let this
example suffice at present 1in che story of Palamon and Arcite, where the
temple of Diana 1s described, you find these verses, n all the editions of
our author —

There saw 1 Dane rurned mro a tree,
! mean not the goddess Deane
But Venus daughter, which char light Dané

Which, after a hirtle consideration, I knew was to be reformed into thus
sense, that Daphne, the daughter of Pencus, was rurned mto a tree 1 durst
not make this bold with Owvid, lest some futuze Milbourne should anse, and
say, I varied from my author, because I understood him not

Dryden then goes on to discuss another objection to his rendering
Chaucer e medern English—the view that “there 15 a certain venera-
ton due to his old language, and that it 1s ittle less than profanation
and sacrilege to alter 1t ” This leads him to make some interesting re-
marks on chinging language

When an ancient word, for its sound and sigmuficancy, deserves to be
revtved, I have that reasonable venergtion for antiquity to restore it All
beyond thr. s superstition Words are not like Jandmarks, so sacred as
never tgeoe removed, customs are changed, and even statutes are silently
repeated, when the reason ceases for which they were enacted As for the
other part of the argument, thar his thoughts will lose of their onginal
beauty by the innovation of words, m the first place, not only their beauty,
but their being 1s lost, where they are no longer understood, which 1s the
present case I grant that sometiung must be lost o all eransfusion, that 1s,
m all translauon, but the sense will remain, which would otherwise be
lost, or at least be maimed, when 1t 15 scarce intelligible, and thar but to a
few I thunk I have just occasion to complain of them, who because
they understand Chaucer, would deprive the greater part of their country-
men of the same advantage, and hoard him up, as musers do therr grandam
gold, only to look on 1t themselves, and hinder others from making use of
it In sum, I sertously ptotest, that no man ever had, or can have, a grearer
veneration for Chaucer than myself I have translated some parts of his
works, only that I mught perpetuate his memory, amongst my countrymen
If 1 have altered him anywhere for the better, I must at the same time
acknowledge, that I could have done nothing without ham

Q
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It will be seen that Dryden moves freely from critical to historical
remarks, and that much of his discussion of Chaucer’s technique 1
threaded on to a histortcal view of the progress of versification from
early crudity to modern refinement This view of the progressive “re-
finement of our numbers” Dryden shared with his age The smooth
and polished couplets which were corming to be the norm of accepred
verse, and which were to remain so until well inro the eighteenth cen-
tury, were the standard on which Dryden judged Chaucer’s verse, as
he read st (And, as we have noted, as he read 1t 1t appeared less
smooth and polished than in fact it was ) We have here, therefore, an
mteresting use of a crincal preference leading to a hustorical view of
progress The historical view 1s 1n many respects justified 1f Dryden
was wrong 1n his view of Chaucer’s versification he was certanly night
mn beheving that hus own age had seen a progressive refinement (an his
sense of the term) of verse, and that the couplets of the late seven-
teenth century were metrically smoother than, say, the poetry of John
Donne Whether that metrical smoothness represented an absolute
virtue 15 another question, but for those who believed that 1t did 1t
was perfectly logical to hail Denham and Waller (pioncers mn this
smoother verse) as the refiners of our numbers and to look back on
those who appeared not yet to have acquired it as handicapped by
the relatively primitive state of the poetry of thew time

Thar progress m the technique of versification does mn fact take place
1n certain periods can be proved by many examples, notably the de-
velopment 1n the lare fifteenth and carly sixteenth century In rthe rela-
uvely rapid change from Middie Englsh to medern Englsh which
the language had just undergone, with all the ensumng confusion about
accent and pronunciation, a stable metric was difficult to achieve, and
that 1t was achieved progressively can be seen by anyone who com-
pares, say, the sonnets of Wyatt with those of Surrey Crincism often
wishes to take cogmzance of such development m order to explan
and even defend techmcal deficiencies m an otherwsse admirable
writer That Dryden was mistaken in his view of Chaucer’s versifica-
uon need not blind us to the mrerest and value of his nungling of
critical and hustorical apparatus n this essay.

Not only does Dryden move freely between history and criticism,
allowing each to dluminate the other, but he brings in also biography
and autobiography He relates, though not at length or in any system-
atic way, Chaucer’s character to his way of wnting, while deducing
the character {from the way it reflects iself 1n the wriing—not as cir-
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cular a procedure as might be 1imagined, for a view of Chaucer’s att-
tude to life derived from one phase of his work could be helpfully
applied to another phase 1n which the reflection of the author’s char-
acter 15 not at once apparent Dryden also relates Chaucer’s portrayal
of character on the one hand to general truths about human nature and
on the other ro the historical situanion i Chaucer’s day, showing how
Chaucer was able to be faithful to both, to present the universal
through the parucular Here both history and psychology are em-
ployed 1nt critcal evaluation

Other considerations, such as the place of obscemity in lterature
and the propriety of rewriting the works of an old writer 1 con-
temporary language, emerge naturally from the conversational char-
acter of the essay, and generalizations on a number of related subjects
are thrown out, though not always pursued The autobiographical
references o huis own actuvity and attrudes gave pome and hiveliness
to some of these generalizations Dryden, as a man of letters and a poet
m his own night, feels no compunction 1n using his own sitvatson m
order to tlustrate Iiterary questions When he protests his own venera-
tion for Chaucer while defending hus right to turn Chaucer’s work into
the language of Dryden’s own day, he 15 using the example of the
relation of ons poet to another n order to prove his point Indeed,
much of the ease, versatility, and lack of any nigid critical scheme
which this essay shows would be defects in the work of a cnitic who
was not ' imself a disungushed creanive writer Being a creative wrster,
Dryden can talk about Chaucer i this relaxed and half autobiographs-
cal way and at the same tune make luminating comments A crine
who 15 merely a critic requires 2 much more systematic approach if
he 15 to avord the kind of impressiomst chatter which may satisfy the
writer but has little to offer to any reader

In Ben Jonson and Dryden we sce the creduve writer functioning
also as practical entic In Dryden we can see how the eustence of a
greater variety of literature on which criticism can exercise wself helps
to produce maturity and flexibility 1n the cniic In the multiple com-
parisons and contrasts which we find n the Essay on Dramatic Poesse
—between classical drama, French drama, Enghsh drama, and between
Enghsh drama of different periods—we can see dlustrated the truth
that practical criicistm can only come fully into 1ts own after sufficient
literature of different kinds bas been produced, each good m its own
kind. A mere “two term dialectic,” whether the terms are Ancient and
Modern, Classical and Romantic, disciphned and free, or anything
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else, will not provide a basis for critical discussion sufficiently discrimi-
naung and sufficiently flexible to be sure of seeing whar really goes on
m different works The terms must always be more than two, the ques-
tion more than a simple “eicher-or” question, if comparisons are to be
fruitfully used m order to establish standards whose application will
both increase msight and sharpen judgment

PIODIDIIDIIDIIIVD

EDITCR'S NOTE At the end of each chapter m Parts Two and Three
the reader will find a section separated from the first part of the chap-
ter gs 1t 15 here In each case this section deals m greater detarl with
specific erimical problems, techmques, and 1deas that bave been tonched
on m the chapter proper The reader can skip these, but the adven-
turous ymd will find m them stmulavion for thinkmg and the sug-
gestion of further channels to explore

The “unities”

Critics have long since ceased to argue about the unities of time and
place, but the practicing playwright 1s sull concerned wih them
There are certain kinds of play where any major jump mn time *
liable to destroy the unity of tone One could not imagine, for example,
the principal characters in Wilde's The Importance of Bemmg Earnest
or Shaw’s Candida meeting ten years later and carrying on 1n the mood
set by the early part of the play It might be argued that tragedy,
which needs development and often depends on the passing of time
to bring our the full tragic wrony of a situation, can more easily disrss
the vruty of time than comedy It 15 perhaps sigmificant that the more
profound Shaw mtends his plays to be the longer tme they tend to
represent consider the tume element i Cendida, Samt Jogn, and Back
to Metbusaleb, for example, which are i ascending order of serious-
ness Most contemporary comedies, and indeed the greater number
of plays that are not comedies, tend to stick roughly to the umty of
time, if only because 1t takes a greater genws to handle a Jarge area of
time successfully than to keep the action confined to a relatvely short
period
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Tragedies hike Kimg Lear and Antony and Cleopatra require both
lapse of considerable time and movement n space to achieve thewr
dramatic mntention But Dryden, handlng 1 his A for Love the same
story as Shakespeare treated m Antony and Cleopatra, sticks ngndly
to all the neo-classic umties Dryden, hike the French neo-classic drama-
usts Corneille and Racine, organizes his story so as to make the unines
natural and mevitable, he concentrates on the final moments of cnsis
n a situation, showing the twists and turns of a heroic mind when
landed with an inescapable and insoluble problem This, of course,
puts a greater burden on the exposttion The student mught compare
how background informanon is revealed to the audience n Shake-
speare’s Antony and Cleoparra with the way Dryden handles the
problem of exposition in All for Love Or compare the problem of ex-
posstion that Shakespeare faces in T'he Tempest (the one play where
he sticks to the uruties) with the exposition n Kmng Lear A comparison
of Ibsen’s Ghosts with hus Peer Gynr on this point would also be
fruseful In hus more nghtly knie plays, Ibsen is remarkably successful
n making mformation about the past into dramatic revelations which
heighten the dramatse tension Consider, m this connection, not only
Gbhosts buc also A Doll's House, The Master Bulder, and Ros-
mersholm

The modern dramanst, influenced, perhaps, by the motion picture
technique, rends to make frequent use of the “flashback,” and wnll
move the play back a long time—say, mto the hero’s childhood—in a
ld.er scene Constder Arthur Miller’s technique in Death of a Salesman
The deliberate flashback tends to be more artificial than natural reve-
lation of the past 1n the course of the dramatic action The motion pic-
ture, with 1ts ability not only to move rapidly m place and tuume but
also to fade one scene mto another and to indulge 1n such devices as
having 2 man turn mto a child as we look at him, has suggested new
ways of handling the problem of exposition

The question of the unities and their relation to expository devices
concerns the novel as well as the drama James Joyce in Ulysses de-
vates his huge novel to a presentation of a group of characters 1n 2
single city during a single day, yet by the end of the book we know the
whole past hfe of the principal characters, as revealed through retro-
spective reverie on the characters’ part How different this 1s from
Tolstoy’s method 1n War and Peace' Different again 15 a novel such as
George Eliot’s Adam Bede, with 1ts dependence on tume to achieve the
changes necessary for the hfe of the novel Or consider the extraor-
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dmary concentration of mood and tone achieved by Hemingway m
The Old Man and the Sea At the other extreme from this concen-
trated kind of novel, which observes the umittes strictly, 1s the Bil-
dungsroman, the novel which presents the education of the hero by hus
experiences from childhood to manhood Neither Dickens' Great Ex-
pectations nor Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh could be con-
ceived of as observing the unities, m each case change and develop-
ment over a period of tume 1s the very essence of the novel—as it 15, in
yet 2 different way, n Evelyn Waugh's Brideshead Rewisited Proust,
of course, could not even have begun to imagine his great novel se-
quence 1 terms of the unity of ume, yer, on the other hand, the author
15 always 1n the present remembering, he begins by throwing his mind
back and ends by coming back to where he started, and it 15 the
reader’s continual awareness of the present personality of the nar-
rator as he draws out hus story from his memory that helps to give
the book unity Proust does not deal with time as the picaresque novel-
ist deals with space, leaving one thing behind to move to another the
unuty of the rememberer binds all together

These are only a few suggestions of how the problem of the unities
15 stall very much alive in both drama and fiction

Imitation and convention

With the revival of poetic drama in the present century, critical
mterest has agam concentrated on the Jund of question that Dryden
rases 1n the latter part of his Essay on Dramatic Poesie Yeats was much
concerned with the problem of stylization in art, and some of his verse
dramas are stylized almost to the point of ritual One mught compare
his verse play Calvary (where the characters esther wear masks or have
their faces made up to resemble masks) with his The Words Upon the
Wmndow Pane, with s colloquial prose, and try to determune the dif-
ferent kind of dramatic effect achieved 1 each case Or consider the
shaft 1n style and rone i the speech of the four kmghts at the end of
Elot’s Murder n the Cathedral Ehot shufts his degree of stylization
deliberately in all hus plays, moving from a formal poenc utterance
to deliberate colloquialism n order to achieve a certain kind of effect
One might consider how far this 15 comparable to the use of “comuc
rehef” i Elizabethan tragedy
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Shakespeare, as always, provides a host of fruieful examples for
study Not only can we consider the different functions of verse and
prose in those of his plays where he uses both—and this 15 2 most interest-
ing study—but we can compare a play such as Richard 1I, which at-
tempts to give the Elizabethan view of a medseval king by 2 more
ritualistic wse of language than he employs anywhere else, with, for
example, Henry 1V, where there s both prose and verse used for dif-
ferent purposes but where even the verse 1s more forthright and “prac-
tical” than 1t 15 anywhere i Richard I (The reader might consule
Dover Wilson’s mtroducnion to the New Cambridge edinon of
Richard Il on this point, and also Walter Pater’s essay on “Shake-
speare’s English Kings ") An interesting contrast between a stylized,
and therefore tmeless, and a reabsstie, colloquial, and therefore dated,
handling of the Richard II theme 1s between Shakespeare’s play and
Gordon Daviot’s Richard of Bordeaux The latrer play presents the
characters m terms of attitudes and explanations current about 930,
just as Shaw, m, say, Caesar and Cleopatra, presents the Egypuans
and Romans realisuically in terms of their modern equivalents As
fashions m 1deas and expression change, this kind of play becomes
rapidly dated Some degree of stylization is necessary to achieve uni-
versality Of course there are many ways of achicving stylization
Oscar Wilde achicves 1t m hus plays by the continuous use of epigram,
so that the whole action 1s hfted mnto a realim of ideal wit, rather mn the
manner of restoration comedy

Suspense

Suspense may be defined as an intensification of interest in what hap-
pens next, and i necessary in some degree for all drama and mest
ficton In 1ts most sigruficant form, its effect is not lessened by the
reader’s or the audience’s previous knowledge of the outcome, partly
because if the play or novel 1s effectively handled we lose ourselves
in the given moment as 1t comes along and respond m terms of the
sttuation as 1t 1s being developed, and partly because true suspense s
not dependent on ignorance of the eventual outcome but on waiting
for the mevitable to happen There 1s 2 well-known story of the man
who always dropped his shoes after taking them off late at might, unul
one mght, after protests from the people who lved below hum, he
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remembered to be quiet about 1t—but only after he had already taken
off one shoe He rook off the second with great care and laid 1t gently
on the ground An hour or so later the man who lived below came up,
pale with angussh, and exclaimed “For Ged’s sake, when are you going
to drop the other shoe?” Waining for the mevitable 1s more excruciat-
g than wamting m total ignorance of the possible outcome We
know fairly early in Oedspus the King—whether we have read it be-
fore or not—that Oedipus will eventually reveal himself to be the mur-
derer, we are fascinated n warching him move unconscious toward
his doom

There are, of course, other kinds of suspense, and 1t would be
profitable to consider in detail the different kinds of suspense m Oeds-
pus, Hamlet, Ghosts, Murder i the Cathedral, and a contemporary
detective story And there are degrees of suspense There 1s more sus-
pense m Otbello than i Hamlet, more in Murder m the Cathedral
than in The Family Reumon There are kunds of fiction where there 1s
virtually none—a novel by Thomas Love Peacock or, in a very dif-
ferent way, one by Virgima Woolf If suspense means hesghtened
interest 1 the progress of the action, 1t 1s worth considering 1n what
way interest can be sustained—and what kind of interest it is—n a
novel with no suspense In this connection one mughe ask to what
kinds of action, either in drama or fiction, 15 the analytic method em-
ployed by Dryden m his “examen” of The Silent Woman applcable®

Comuc relief

We tend to take for granted now that comic relief n tragedy 15 a
good thing, yet 1t has been employed comparatively rarely in the his-
tory of literature and even more rarely employed with success Greek
drama, of course, never used it, the Elizabethans used 1t profusely, and
of them only Shakespeare with consistent success What are the con-
ditions for the success of comic relief> They are difficult to define, but
at least one can say that for comuc relief to be successful the comuc
scenes must provide both a relief of tension and an obhque commen-
tary—illuminating by the sudden difference of its point of view from
that exhibited in the tragic scenes—on the same kind of human world
tn which the tragic action takes place True comic relief completes the
picture of the tragic world The grave diggers m Hamlez, jesting as
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they dig the grave which turns out to be for the most innocent of all
the victims of the tragic chan of events wlich the play develops, re-
mind us of the workaday world 1n terms of which tragedy can be seen
as something special, something out of the run of day-to-day routme
activities 1f the workaday world did not exsst, tragedy would not be
tragic If Polontus and Laertes and Ophelia had not been shown earlier
as affectionate members of 2 happy family, their subsequent 1ndividual
fates would represent a series of musfortunes rather than elements m
a complex tragedy In Shakespearean tragedy, the heroes are not
doomed lonely figures who move through life 1n a world completely
1solated from that of ordmnary living There 15 something of this in
Aeschylean and even Sophoclean tragedy (Prometheus and Oedipus,
for example, are fated figures from the start, and hardly live i the
world of normal human affections), but Shakespeare always completes
fus tragic world ro make 1t mclude ordinary daily hving, and by thus
completing it—often through come rehief, often by other devices—
he makes his tragedies less the symbolic nitual of the suffering hero
(anthropologically related to the theme of the dying god), which s
what so many Greek tragedies tend to suggest, and more a presentation
of the complexities of human Iife and the different levels at which ex-
perience can sunultancously develop In his comedies, he draws, as 1t
were, a magic aircle round hus picture of experience which forbids us
to look beyond nto the world of genwine conflict and suffering That
youth must fade, that cven lovers must grow old and die, that the
moment of golden sunshine 1n the garden 1s soon over and that i any
case beyond the garden’s confines he growded realms of sufferng
and bitterness and destructive conflicts—this we forget for the time be-
ing as we read or watch a play ke Twelfth Night, where all grief 1s
merely emotional self-ndulgence and death and danger mere sug-
gestions of pleasing melancholy We cannot have “tragtc rehef” n
comedy—not, at least, in this kind of comedy—because the essence
of comedy 1s restriction, the dehberate blocking off of overtones sug-
gestive of the transence of life or 1ts insoluble problems In comedy all
problems are soluble, but if we break the magic circle to allow the
outside world to enter, we can no longer consider them so Aldous
Huxley in his essay “Tragedy and the Whole Truch” (in the collec-
tion Music at Night) argues that “wholly ctruchful art overflows the
hmuts of tragedy” and shows us all the trivial, everyday, ordmary
activities m which we engage for most of our hives and which tragedy,
by concentrating on the heroic moments, ignores Homer, he man-
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tamns, who shows us i Book XII of the Odyssey the appalling death
of six of Odysseus’ men at the hands of the monster Scylla, and then
gocs on to tell how the survivors made their evening meal and then,
after eating, wept for theirr dead companions before setthng down to
sleep—Homer tells “the whole truth” as the writer of tragedies does
not But surely the argument 1s more effective turned the other way
round Tragedy telis the whole truth, because 1t includes comedy and
goes beyond 1t 1t does not stop with the happy ending, the marrage
of the lovers, the accession of the king, the apparent solution of the
problem, but goes beyond to explore underlying conflicts and frustra-
tions and to bring them out mto the open Were we to go beyond the
circle of comedy to inquire whether m fact Bassamio would have made
a good husband for Portia or whether the forced conversion of Shy-
lock really represents 2 solution to the problems rased by his relations
with the other characters in the play, if we ask what kind of a marned
hfe Beatrice and Benedict can be expected to lead or mquire mto the
ethical and sociological significance of the relations berween married
couples in restoration comedy—then we are rending the fabric of the
play But it does not destroy Hamlet 1f we see the Prince of Denmark
merry, or learn from the other characters what a charming young man
he had been before his father’s death and s mother’s second mar-
riage Tragic relief i comedy would destroy the deliberately re-
stricted world m which comedy moves, comic relief n tragedy, if
properly handled, fills out the tragic world but does not destroy it
The wider and deeper view of the human situation 1s bound to be
tragic, for human experience 15 essentially tragic, to look at
from the point of view of comedy—that 15, to present human situations
on the assumption that all the problems that arise n those situations are
soluble—involves drawing the magic circle, beyond which one must
not step

Thomas De Quincey, 1n his famous essay “On the Knocking at the
Gate 1n ‘Macbeth,” ” explores the way m which this scene relates the
fatal action to the workaday world by emphasizing the difference

between them The relevant passage from the essay 1s quoted an Chap-
ter 12

Variety and unity

The discussion of this question in Dryden’s essay has many apphca-
tions. The crowded canvas of & Dickens novel might be contrasted
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with Emily Bronte's Wuthering Heights or Flaubert's Madame
Bovary But there are differences even m Dickens’ handling of his
abundant material, and the picaresque structure of The FPickwick
Papers 1s very different from the ughtly-kmt action of Great Expecta-
trons “Here 15 God’s plenty,” said Dryden of Chaucer’s Canterbury
Tales, but this 15 not always and necessanly praise Certamn conditions
are necessary if “God’s plenty” 1s to be properly handled Consider the
different ways m which the action 15 accommodared to the host of
characters 1n Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Proust’s Remembrance of
Thimgs Past, and a novel of Dickens The technical problems in-
volved 1n moving from one group of characters to another are
also worth attention Methods range from the smply unlitanan

Now wotl I stynte of Palamon a lite,
And lete hym n hus prisoun sulle dwelle,
And of Arcita forth I wol yow telle

of Chaucer’s “Knight’s Tale,” to the elaborately contrived comncidence
which constructs a bridge, as it were, from one character or set of
characters to another The ease with which George Elot manspulates
her characters and moves from group to group m Middlemarch might
be contrasted with the artificial devices she has to employ 1n Damel
Deronda to bring the titular hero mnto the same environment as the
herome Or consider the techmique developed by Dos Passos in U § A4
for movmg from one character to another A discussion of the way
Virgtnia Woolf handled this problem will be found in chapter ten of
the author’s The Navel and the Modern World

The set characterization of an author

This kind of pracncal critcism, so ably demonstrated by Dryden n
his essay, has rather gone out of fashion, having given way to the analy-
s1s of the ndividual work But 1t 1s a valuable—and difficult—kind of
crtical activity, equally necessary for the irerary historian and for the
wrater of obituaries The reader mughe try his hand with, for example,
Henry James, Joseph Conrad, and Ernest Hemingway, using the gen-
eral method employed by Dryden n characterizing Shakespeare, Jon-
son, and Beaumont and Fletcher Or are these three novelists too dif-
ferent from each other to allow any reference back and forth between
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them?® Hawthorne, James, and Conrad might be an effecuve tno Or
try three very different modern poets Frost, Eltot, Dylan Thomas
Look through a number of histories of literacure and see how the sum-
ming up of authors 15 done 1n a context of histonical continuity pro-
vided by comparison and generalization

Sunilarly, the relaxed discussion of a writer and his work of the
kind Dryden devotes to Chaucer i his preface to the Fables is no
longer popular among serious critics But it represents the way mn
which most people—even the most high-powered professional critics
—talk about literature, especially contemporary literature, and there
15 no reason why occasionally good wntten erticism should not ims-
tate good conversation (as Dryden’s so often does) Interest in the
character of 2 writer and the way in which that character 1s reflected
n his writing may represent “impure” criticism to those who msist
thar the whole function of cricism 1s to describe and evalvate par-
ticular works of lwerature (see Chapter 15) but 1t 1s a widespread
interest and ro ndulge it 1 to mcrease understanding if not always
to help evaluation Dryden himself would make a good subject for
an exercise mn this kind of criticism The reader mught also try it on
some American writers—say, Benjamin Franklin, Herman Melwille and
Carl Sandburg Dickens would make an excellent subject, too Cer-
tam kinds of writers would lend themselves to this approach more than
others The reader might consider why this s so, and what qualines
make a writer most responsive to this kind of criticssm



Dossibilities and

limitations of a method

12

§ WE HAVE SEEN from the example of Dryden,
criticism can have as 1ts object both assessment of quality and mcrease
of appreciation The critic, that 1s to say, can regard himself as a judge
awarding so many marks to each work, or as a mediator between the
work and the reader, whose function 1s to communicate his own rehish
and enjoyment and so help the reader to enjoy st similarly

From theory to practice

Dryden could do all these things at once, and act smultaneously as
judge, interpreter and—perhaps one might say—as barker If 1t 15 true,
as Dr Johnson mamntained, that “Dryden may be properly considered
as the father of English cniticism, as the wniter who first taught us to
determine upon principles the ment of composition,” 1t 1s equally true,
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again in Johnson’s words, that hus criticism *“is the cniticism of a poer,
not a dull collection of theorems, nor a rude detection of faults, which
perhaps the censor was not able to have commutted, but a gay and
vigorous dissertation, where delight 15 mingled with mstruction, and
where the author proves his right of judgement, by his power of per-
formance ” Once English critictsm had come 1nto 1ts own with Dry-
den, however, and the new taste for smooth and polished verse had
been firmly established (a taste which Dryden helped to establish but
which he himself transgended), the cnuc as judge became more
common than the critic as interpreter or advertser, and his character-
istic activity a stern awarding of points Nowhere 15 this better illus-
trated than in the crinicism of Dr Johnson, whose clear ideas of what
did and what did not constitute iterary merit were reflected mn his
vigorous practical critcism

Jobnson on “Lycidas” and on the
metaphysical poets

Dt Johnson, hke Dryden, moved freely from grand generalizanons
about what literature 15 to practical apphcation of those generaliza-
tions, but his general principles were more strictly mamrtained and
his application of them determined by a narrower taste But always 1t
15 strong, clear, and well argued The cnitical parts of his Lives of the
Poets (1779-81) are models of reasoned practical enticism based on a
firmly held view of the nature, function and value of poetry Where
we disagree with Johnson—and most of us today would find something
m his entiasm with which to disagree—we can nevertheless see the
enterion and the taste which led Johnson to the judgment from which
we differ, and we can dispute him not by artacking the application of
his standards but by questioning the standards themselves For exam-
ple, m his famous—or notorious—condemnation of Milton’s “Lycidas”
we can see exactly what has led him to condemn the poem and we must
admut that on his own grounds he 15 justified

One of the poems on which much praise has been bestowed 1s Ly cidas;
of which\the dictron 1s harsh, the rhymes uncertain, and the numbers un-
pleasing What beauty there 15, we must therefore seek 1n the sentiments
and mmages It 1s not to be considered as the effusion of real passion, for
passion runs not after remote allusions and obscure oplmons.—_!’asslon plucks
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no bernes from the myrtle and vy, nor calls upon Arethuse and Mincius,
nor tells of rough satyrs and fauns with cloven beel Where there 1s leisure
for fiction there 1s fistle grief

In this pocm there 15 no nature, for there 15 no truth, there 1s no are, for
|}o_ere 15 nothing new lts form 1s that of a pastoral, essy, vulgar, and chere-
fore disgusting  whatever ymages it can supply, are long ago exhausted, and
its inherent improbability always forces dissansfaction on rhe mindy When
Cowley tells of Hervey that they studied together, it 1s easy td suppose
how much he must miss the companion of his labours, and the partner of
his discoveries, but what image of tendermness can be excited by these hines'

We drove a field, and both together heard
What tune the grey fly winds her sultry horn,
Battening our flocks with the fresh dews of mght

We know that they never drove a field, and that they had ne flocks to
batten, and though it be allowed thac the representation may be allegorical,
the rruc meaning s so uncertain and remote, that 1t 1s never soughe because
it cannot be known when 1t is found

Among the flocks, and copses, and flowers, appear the heathen deines,
Jove and Phoebus, Neptune and Aeolus, with a long train of mythological
tmagery, such as a College easilv supplies Nothung can less display knowl-
edge, or less exercise mventon, than to tell how a shepherd has lost his
compamon, and nwst now feed his flocks alone, without any judge of his
skill i piping, and how one god asks another god whar 1s become of
Lycidas, and how neither god can rell He who thus grieves will excite no
sympathy, he who thus praises will cgnfer no honour

Thas poem has 3 yet grosser fault!:%ith these tnfling fictions are mingled
the most awful and sacred truths, such as ought never to be polluted with
such srreverent combunations This shepherd hkewsse 15 now a feeder of
sheep, and afterwards an ecclestastical pastor, a supenntendent of a Chns-
tian flock Such equivocations are always unskiiful, but here they are in-
decent, and at least approach to lmpieg'ﬁ of which, however, | believe the
writer not to have been COonsclous

Such 1s the power of reputation justly acquired, that its blaze drives away
the eye from nice exammation Surely no man can have fancied that he
reart Lyczidas with pleasure, had he not known its author

This criticism 15 based on a certam view of the relation berween art
and experience If we believe with T S Eliot thar “the more perfect
the arust, the more completely separate in him will be the man who
suffers and the mind which creates,” and that “poetry 1s not a turning
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loose of emotion, but an escape from emorion,” then Dr Johnson’s
remark that “where there 15 leisure for fiction there 15 little grief” wll
be beside the pomnt, for we will not demand that a poem should be
the direct expression of personal grief Similarly, if we regard the
pastoral convention as a method of stylzing the treatment of the
theme, of rendering 1t more perfectly into art and so universahizing 1it,
rather than a viclation of the literal facts of experience, we take a very
different view of the function and value of the pastoral mmagery m
the poem Johnson, who was perfectly willing to concede the claims
of the imagmation (witness his great defense of Shakespeare mn the
matter of the “unities”), was nevertheless prevented by tus representa-
tional view of art from conceding the possibiligies of certain kinds of
convention, certain degrees of stylization $he same limitation in
principle combined with brillance of application can be seen i the
remarks on the metaphysical poets which he mtroduces mto his hfe

of Cowlea

EThe metaphysical poets were men of learning, and to show their learning
was their whole endeavour, but unluckily resolving to show 1t n rhyme,
mnstead of wrinng poetry, they only wrote verses, and very often such
verses as stood the trial of the finger better rhan of the ear, for the modula-
uon was so imperfect, that they were only found to be verses by countuing
the syllablesl,g

If the fathe? of criticism has rightly denonunated poetry +éyvy pupmroay,
an smntative art, these writers will, withour great wrong, lose theiwr might
to the name of poets, for they cannot be said to have imated anything,
they neither copied nature nor hfe, nesther pamnted the forms of marter,
nor represented the operatons of intelleet

Those, however, who deny them to be poets, allow them to be wits
Dryden confesses of humself and his contemporaries, that they fali below
Donne 1n wit, but mamntains that they surpass himn poetry

If Wit be well described by Pope, as being “thatr which has been often
thought, but was never before so well expressed,” they certamnly never
attamed, nor ever sought 1t, for they endeavoured to be singular mn thewr
thoughts, and were careless of thesr diction)But Pope’s account of wat 15
undoubtedly erroneous he depresses it beldw 1s nataral dsgniry, and re-
duces it from strength of thoughr to happiness of language

If by a more noble and more adequate concepuon that be considered as
Wit, which 1s at once natural and new, that which, though not obvious, 15,
upon 1ts first production, acknowledged to be just, if 1t be that, which he

1 *“Fradwion and the Individual Talent”
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that never found it, wonders how he nussed, to wit of this kind the meta-
physical pocts have seldom risen &hc:r thoughts are often new, but seldom
natural, they are not obvious, but nerther are they just, and the reader, far
from wondering that he missed them, wonders more frequently by what
perverseness of industry they weie ever found

But wir, abstracted from 1ts effects upon the hearer, may be more ngor-
ously and philosophucally considered as 2 kind of discordia concors, a com-
bination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult resernblances 1in things
appatently unithe Of wit, thus defined, they have more than enoughCThe
mast heterogeneous tdeas are yoked by violence together, nature and art
are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons, and allusions, their learning
matructs, and theiwr subnilty surprises, but the reader commonly thinks bus
improvenent dearly bought, and, though he sometumes admires, 15 sel-
dom pieaseJ?

From this gccount of their compositions 1t will be readily inferred, that
they were not successful in representing or moving the affections As thev
were wholly emplaved on something unexpected and surpnising, they had
no regard to that uniformty of sentiment which enables us to concerve and
to exaire the pains and the pleasure of other minds they never mquired
what, on any occasion, they should have said or done, but wrote rather
as beholders than partakers of human nature, as beings loolang upon good
and evil, unpassive and at leisuie, as Eplcurean deiries, makmg remarks on
the acuons of men, and the vicissitudes of hife, without interest and without
emotion Their courtship was void of fondness, and therr lameatation of
sonow Therr wish was only to say what they hoped had been never
said hefore

Nor was the sublime more within their reach than the pathetick, for they
never attempted that comprehension and expanse of thought which ar once
fills the whole mind, and of which the first effect 15 sudden astomshment,
and the second ranenal admiratien Subhimity 15 produced by aggreganion,
and hrtleness by dispersion Great thoughts are always general, and consist
1n positions not limted by excepuions, and i descriptions not descending
to mmnuareness It s wich great propriety that Subtlety, wiuch ta 1ts orginal
mapert means exility of particles, 15 taken n its meraphorical meaning
for nmcety of distinction Those writers who lay on the watch for novelty
could have little hope of greatness, for great things cannot have escaped
former cbservation Their attempts were always analynck, they broke
every umage into fragments, and could no more represent, by cheir slender
conceits and laboured paruculanues, the prospects of nature, or the scenes
of hfe, than he, who dissects a sunbeam with a prism, can exhibit the wide
effulgence of a summer noon

What they wanted however of the sublime, they endeavoured to supply
by hyperbole, their amphficanon had no L, they left not only reason
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but fancy behuind them, and produced combmations of confused magmfi-
cence, that not only could not be credited, but could not be imagmed

Yet great labour, directed by great abilitzes, 1s never wholly lost if they
frequently threw away their wit upon false conceits, they Likewise some-
times struck out unexpected truth, if their concerts were far-fetched, they
were offen worth the carriage To write on thewr plan, 1t was at least neces-
sary to read and thimk No man could be born a metaphysical poet, nor
assume the digmity of a writer, by descriptions copied from descriptions,
by mmitations borrowed from rmitations, by traditional imagery, and hered-
itary sumiles, by readiness of rhyme, and volubility of syllables

In perusing the works of this race of authors, the mind 15 exercised ercher
by recollecnion or mquiry, either something already learned 15 to be re-
trieved, or something ngw 15 to be exaruned If cheir greatness seldom ele-
vates, their acuteness often surprises, if the imagmation is not always grati-
fied, at least the powers of refiecuon and comparison are employed, and in
the mass of matenals which ingemous absurdicy has thrown together,
genumne wit and useful knowledge may be sometimes found buried, per-
haps 1n grossness of expression, but useful to those who know ther value,
and such as, when they are expanded to perspicuity, and polished to

elegance, may give lustre to works which have more propriety though less
copiousness of sentiment

Wit and wmutation

We see here, 1n the first place, the firmly held imitauve principle, as-
serted toward the beginning of the discussion with reference to the
authority of Anstotle, “the father of criticism 7 Johnson then discusses
the funcuon of wit with reference to this imieative function of poetry
This Jeads him 1nto an argument which moves contimuously between
deductive and inductive statements—that 1s, between statements logi-
cally deduced from principles already enunciared (“Those writers
who lay on the watch for novelty could have little hope of greatness,
for grear things cannot have escaped former observation,” denving
from hus view that art should imirate large general principles of human
nature) and new generalizations deriving from 2 number of preceding
particular statements (“Great thoughts are always general”) We
note, too, the scrupulous fairness, the clear judicious temper of the
argument Faults are listed and referred to their ongns, the fact that
these qualities are faults bemng at the same tme proved with reference
to a general principle concerming what poetry should be, but the
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same poetic practice which produced the faults can produce certam
virtues “Great labour, directed by great abilities, 1s never wholly lost
if they frequently threw away therr wit upon false concews, they
likew1s¢ sometimes struck out unexpected truths 1if their conceits were
far-feeched, they were often worth the carriage To write on their
plan, 1t was ar least necessary to read and think ” And in the last of the
quoted paragraphs the balanced sentences reflect a careful weighing
of the pros and cons “If their greatness seldom elevates, their acute-
ness often surprises ”

Johnson follows this general discussion of the metaphysical poets in
his life of Cowley with a close exammation of selected passages from
their works, where he tllustrares with concrete nstances the general
remarks already made “Critical remarks are not easity understood
without examples,” he notes by way of preface to this section, and side

by side with this we may put an observation he makes m s lLife of
Dryden

It 1s not by comparing line with line thar the ment of great works 1s to
be estimated, but by their general effects and ultimate resule It 1s easy to
note a2 weak line, and write one more vigorous 1n its place, to find 2 hap-
pness of expression m the ongnal, and transplant 1t by force into the
version bur what 1s given to the parts, may be subducted from the whole,
and the reader may be weary, though the cnitick may commend Works
of imagination excel by their allurement and delighe, by their power of
artracuing and detaning the attention That book 15 good 1n van, which
the reader throws away Fe only s the master, who keeps the mind 1
pleasing captivity, whose pages are perused with eagerness, and in hope of
new pleasure are perused again, and whose conclusion 15 percerved with
an eye of sorrow, such as the traveller casts upon departing day

The lrmranons of professional criticism

Dr Johnson was aware of the ltmtations of detailed practical crinicism
of the kind he gave to so many passages n tus hives of Cowley, of
Dryden, and of many others Every now and again he turns from his
more professional or technical critical acuvity to make a grand con-
cession to the nature of things, to the facts about readers and writers,
appealing “from criticism to nature,” as he put 1t in another connection
Thaus at the conclusion of his hife of Gray, where he praises the “Elegy”
, after condemmng most of Gray’s other poems on grounds simlar to
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those which led him to dismuss “Liycidas,” he remarks “In the character
of hus Elegy I rejoice to concur with the common reader, for by the
common sense of readers uncorrupted with literary prejudices, after all
the refinements of subulty and the dogmatism of learning, must be
finally detided all claim to poetical honours ” This 15 an observation
that few grear ertics could or would have made—one cannot magine
Ben Jonson or Colendge or T § Ehot making st—and represents a
kind of healthy pragmatism which nungated the strictness of tus
principles ‘No man but a blockhead c¢ver wrote except for money,”
he once said, and there 15 2 large recognition of the facts of life mn
Johnson’s entical wnting which prevents him from ever becommng
priggish or from moving 1n an atmosphere too rarefied for non-profes-
stonals to breache It 15 that ability vo accept the facts of Iife that dis-
tngushes Johnson from other cnities who, like hun, have firmly enun-
crated princsples and a clear and logical method

Criticismn and the bistorical context

Like Dryden, Dr Johnson was aware of the historical background
of an earher writer and m judging a writer he sometimes used history
as a plea n mitigation “The English nation, i the nme of Shakespeare,
was yet strugghng to emerge from barbarity,” he remarks i s
preface to Shakespeare, and this excuses what to him are certamn crudi-
ties 1n Shakespeare’s plays

Nations, ltke individuals, have their mfancy A people newly awakened
to literary curiosity, bemg yet unacquainted with the true state of things,
knows not how to judge of that which 15 proposed as 1s resemblance
Whatever 15 remote from common appearances s always welcome to
vulgar, as to childish credulity, and of a country unenlightened by learning,
the whole people 1s the vulgar The study of those who then aspired to
plebeian learning was lard out upon adventures, giants, dragons, and en-
chantments The Death of Arthur was the favourite volume

Shakespeare’s fondness for marvels 1s thus explamned and excused and
his achievement as an interpreter of human nature becomes all the more
remarkable when 1t 15 seen against a background of marvellous tales of
“gants, dragons, and enchantments ”’ Sumilarly, i his hfe of Dryden

he magmfies the poet’s achievement by putting it in 1ts historical
context
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To judge nghtly of an author, we must transport ourselves to his tme,
and examine what were the wants of his contemporaries, and what were his
means of supplying them That which 1s easy at one time was difficult a¢
another Dryden at feast imported his science, and gave his country what st
wanted {lacked] before, or rather, he imported only the materials, and
manufactured them by his own skall

The historical argument has its dangers To say “This was a won-
derful achievement for 4, who lived 1n a barbarous age, but 1t would
have been nothing out of the ordinary for B,” may be to make an
mreresting historical observation, but 15 1t a real hrerary judgment? if
criicism considered as evaluation has as its purpose the assessment of
the work as a piece of literature, then 1t mught be urged that any
tustorical consideration 1s irrelevant A work of art 1s either good or
bad, and though historical conditions may help to acconnt for its bad-
ness (or 15 goodness) 1t cannot alter the fact If A’s achicvement was
ssmply wonderful for lus age but not wonderful in iself, then has the
eritic, speaking as 2 criuc, any right to call sc wonderful at all®> Over a
hundred years after Dr Johnson, Matthew Arnold addressed himself
to this question

constantly 1n reading poetry, a sense for the best, che really excellent

should be present m our minds and should govern our estmate of
what we read But this real estimate, the only true one, 1s liable to be super-
seded, if we are not watchful, by two other kinds of estumate, the histonc
estimate and the personal esumate, both of which are fallacious A poet or
a poem may count to us historically, they may count to us on grounds
personal to oursclvu and they may count to us really They may count to
us historically The course of development of a nanon’s ianguage, thought,
and poetry, s profoundly wnteresting, and by regarding a poet’s work as a
skage 1 this course of development we may easily bring ourselves to make
1t of more importance as poetry than m uself i really », we may come 1o

use a language of quite exaggerated prawse mn crineising 1t, 1n short, to over-
rate it 2

Arnold goes on to castigate a French critic for regarding the Chanson
de Koland as “"a monument of epic genus ” He concedes that histon-
cally the poem 15 immensely mteresting but msists that intrinsically 1t
15 not of the highest order—not comparable with Homer, for example

Arnold, of course, has a pomnt the histoncal estimate and the -

2 Introduction to Ward's English Poets, 1880
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trinsic estimate are not necessardy identical But that does not mean
that historrcal insights may not, under certain circumstances, help us
to see the intrinsic merit—a question we shall take up 1n a larer chapter
Arnold’s argument leaves unsolved the problem whether a greater
degred of tetary ability mn the wrnter may, under certan historical
circumstances, produce a less good work than may be produced wich
less abihty by another writer iving i different circumstances, when
a long tradition of literary craftsmanship was available to him If we
are judging, not the work, but the degree of gemus involved in pro-
ducing 1t, may we not say that, for example, Marlowe’s Tamburlane 1s
more mnpressive than Webster’s White Devil?

These are some of the considerations suggested by Dr Johnson’s use
of historical material in his erincism Neither he nor Dryden ever goes
so far as to maintain that mere pioneering 1s evidence of genus (though
that 15 an mnteresting question), but both do occasionally refer to
history i order to explam away faults or to find further evadence for
the greatness of a writer already shown to be great on purely lirerary
grounds

Johnson's use of brography

Johnson's use of biography is less truly relevant to his crnincal
method, though 1t figures more prormnently in much of his critical
work, especially his Lives of the Poets Johnson was interested mn peo-
ple’s hives quite apart from any critical princaples, and in the Liwves of
the Poets he wrote biographies of each of his subjects before proceed-
ng to criticize theirr works This 1s a defensible enough procedure—
there 15 no reason 1n the world why one should not learn about a man’s
hfe and then have a critical account of his work, such a combmanon
satisfies a perfectly proper curiosity This 1s different, however, from
that approach which seeks to interpret the works wath reference to the
Ife and which draws from the psychology of the author clues for the
mterpretation and appreciation of what he has wiitten Johnson’s
Lives were m fact m a tradition of biographical catalogues of distin-
gushed men which goes back to the early seventeenth century and
earher, and they have no direct relation to the later “bio-critical”
approach which mingles a study of the man with an interpretaton of
his work This latter method became established n the nineteenth
century, it differs from Johnson’s in not keeping the life and the works
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separate but m using each as a help in mterpreting the other How
far vahd cnitical yudgments can derive, directly or indirectly, from
biographical knowledge of the writer, 15 a matter for further discus-
ston, bur at least w mght be said here that for meerpretasion if not as-
sessment of a work biographical knowledge is often useful and some-
umes most valuable

The comparative method

We have noted Dryden’s companisons of Shakespeare, Beaumont
and Fleecher, and Ben Jonson Evaluatuve cniticism tends to use the
comparative method as a device for establishing degrees of excellence,
and mdeed it can be mamtained that a purely nermatwve criticism,
which amms at giving so many marks to each work and placing 1t n a
scale, cannot go very far without having brought together the work in
question with other works, showmg the same sort of thing better or
worse done elsewhere and by showing this helping the reader to see
how excellence is atrained Dr Johnson used compansons i a manner
similar to Dryden’s He rarcly used them i discussing individual
works, but preferred ro make 2 grand comparison between different
kinds of gemus, as in his celebrated comparison between Dryden and
Pope m his hfe of Pop?/Hcre he even mcludes biographical data as
part of the comparison, unhke hus general habit in the Lives where, as
we have noted, he generally gave the Iife first and the eriticism after-
wards He 1s concerned here with establishing the lirerary character of
each writer, hts habit of mind and the way his genius worked, before
going on to talk about his literary achievement, but each illuminates
the other The concern 1s with the impression made by each poet’s
work as a whole

Integnty of understanding and micety of discernment were not allotred
mn a less proportion to Dryden than to Pope The rectitude of Dryden's
mind was sufficiently shewn by the disission of hus poetical prejudices,
and the rejection of unnatural thoughts and rugged numbers But Dryden
never desired to apply all the judgement that he had He wrote, and pro-
fessed to write, meiely for the people, and when he pleased others, he con-
tented humself He spent no tune in scruggles to rouse latent powers, he
never attempted to make that better which was already good, nor often to
mend what he must have known to be faulty He wrote, as he tells us, with
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very lutle consideration, when occasion or necessity cafled upon him, he
poured our what the present moment happened to supply, and, when once
it had passed the press, gjecred 1t from lus mund, for when he had no
pecuniary interest, he had no further soheitude

Po e was not content to sausfy, he desired to excel, and therefore al-
ways endeavoured to do his best he did not court the candour, but dared
the judgement of his reader, and, expecting no indulgence from others, he
shewed nonc to himself Hc exammed hnes and words with nunute and
punctihous observation, and retouched every part with indefangable dils-
gence, till he had left nothing to be forgiven

For thus reasen he kept hus pieces very long m his hands, while he con-
sidered and reconsidercd them The only poems which can be supposed to
have been written with such regard to the umes as might hasten ther
pubheation, were the two satires of Therty-cighe,

Fhs declaration, that hus care for his works ceased at their publicinon,
was aot strictly true s parental artention never abandoned them, what
he found anuss 1a the first edition, he stlently correcred i those that fol-
lowed It will seldom be found that he altered without adding clear-
ness, elegance, or vigour Pope had perhaps cthe judgenent of Dryden, but
Dryden cerrainly wanted [lached] the diligence of Pope

In acquired knowledg&ht_he stipertority must be allowed ro Dryden,
whose education was more schelastick, and who beforec he became an
author had been allowed more nme for study, with better means of n-
formanion His mind has a larger range, and he collects_hig 1images and
llustrations from a more extensive circumicerence of scienca{ Dryden 1{11§w
more of man mn his general nature, and Pope 1n his local manners (The
notions of Dryden were formed by comprehensive speculation, and those
of Pope by mmute attenuon There 15 more digruty in the knowledge of
Dryden, and more certanty in that of Poh[::g

Poetry was not the sole prawse of esthery for both cycelled hlkewsse
prose, but Pope did not borrow his prose fiom his predecessor The style
of Dryden 1s capricions and varied, thar af Pope 1s cautious and uniform,
Dryden obeys the mations of his own mind, Pope constrains his mind to his
own rules of composition Dryden s somenimes vehement and rapid, Pope
15 always smooth, uruform, and gentle Dryden’s page 15 a natural field, ns-
ing inta mequalities, and diversified by the varied exuberance of abundant
vegetatiqn, Pope's 15 a velvet lawn, shaven by the seythe, and levelled by
the roi]eh

Of genud, thar power which constitutes a poet, that quahity without
which judgement 15 cold and krowledge 1s mert, that energy which col-
lects, combines, amplifies, and amimares, the supertority must, with some
hesiration, be allowed to Dryden It s not to be inferred that of thus poeti-
cal vigour Pope had only a lhttle, because Dryden had more, for every
other writer since Milton must give place to Pope, and even of Dryden 1t
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must be smd, that if he has brighter paragraphs, he has not better poems
Diryden’s performances were always hasry, etther excited by some external
occasion, of extorted by domestick necessity, he composed without con-
sideration, and pubfxshcd without correction ‘What hus mind could supply
at call, or gather in one excursion, was all that he sought, and all that he
gave [The dilatory cantion of Pope enabled him to condense tus sentiments,
to maltiply his images, and to accumulate all that study mught produce, or
chance imght supply If the flights of Dryden therefore are higher, Pope
conunues longer on the wing I of Dryden's fire the blaze 1s brighter, of
Pope’s the heat 1 more regular and constant Dryden often surpasses ex-
pectation, and Pope never falls below 1t Dryden 1s read with frequent as-
tonishment, and Pope with perpetual deIlght%

Notice how Dr Johnson uses comparison i order to illurmnate the
characterntic qualities of cach writer Contrasts between the style of
the two poets, for example, are not made simply m order to show how
differenr they are, the terms of the contrast draw attention to the
ndwviduaiizing features of cach Dryden’s movement 15 “vehement
and raptd” while Pope’s 15 “sinooth, umiform, and gentle ™ Dryden’s
page 1s a “nacural ficld,” Pope's s a “velvet tawn " Dryden’s flights are
higher, bur Pope continues longer on the wing These unages are not
mere decoranon, they are diagnostic and clanfying, they direct our
attention to essential quahities of each poet And though the conclusion
1 that Dryden comies just 2 fraction Jugher 1 the scale of poetic gensus
than Pope, the comparisons and contrasts between them are not made
at the expense of exther but rather to help the reader appreciate both
This passage 1s, in fact, a model of the comparative method as em-
ploycd to characterize the general features of two authors

In the relation between general principles and pracrical judgment,
in the combination of strict method with pragmatic common sense,
in the use of lustorical data to quahfy or assist critical judgment, and
m the handling of comparison, Dr Johnson provides an illumnating
and suggestive example of the practical coitic at work
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Dr Johnson's discussion of wit mn hus hfe of Cowley should be put
beside Addison’s remarks on true and false wit 1n numbers §8 to 62 of
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the Spectator Addison begins by disungwshing several different kinds
of “false wit ” There 1s the kind of false wit represented by arranging
poems 1n the shapes of physical objects—like an egg, a pair of wings,
or an altar, a practice found among the Greeks and mmutated by, among
othets, George Herbert Then there are tricks wath letters, such as leav-
ing out a particular letter of the alphabet Tryphiodorus 15 menuoned
as having written an Odyssey 1n twenty-four books, leaving out the
letter alpha entrely from the first, avoiding beta in the second, and so
on Addison then mentions “thar ngemous kind of Concen which the
Moderns distingwsh by the Name of a Rebus, that does not sink a
Letter bur 2 whole Word, by subsututing a Picture in its place ™ Ana-
grams and acrostics provide another category of false wit, as do bouts
rimés (wring verses to set rhymes) and the kind of humorous double
rhymes found mn Butler’s Hudibras Punning 1s considered by Addison
as another kind of false wit He defines a pun as “a concert anising from
the use of two words that agree in the sound, but differ in the sense ”
(From the ime of Addison until the present century the pun was re-
garded a vulgar hterary device, to be employed only 1n comic verses
such as those of Thomas Hood Nmeteenth century critics regularly
expressed their surpnse at Shakespeare’s frequent punning, just as Dr
Johnson reproved hum for this propensity The rchabilitation of the
pun 1 serious poetry n recent times 1s bound up with the view of
poetry as complex or paradoxical statement discussed in chapters ¢
and 10)

In the Spectator number 62 Addison comes to his defimtion of true

wit He begins by quoting from Locke’s Essay Concerning Human
Understandmmg-

Mr Lock has an admirable Reflection upon the Difference of Wit and
Judgment, whereby he endeavours to shew the Reason why they are not
always the Talents of the same Person His Words are as follow And
hence, perbaps, may be grven some Reason of that common Observation,
That Men who have a grear deal of Wit and prompt Memones, have not
always the cleavest Judgment, or deepest Reason For Wit lymmg most m
the Assemblage of ldeas, and putting those together with Quickness and
Vartety, wheremn can be found any Resemblance or Congruty, thereby to
make up pleasant Prctures and agreeable Visions m the Fancy, Judgment,
on the contrary, ltes quite on the other Siude, In separatng carefully one
from another, ldeas wherem can be found the least Difference, thereby to
avord bemmg mus-led by Stnulttude, and by Affimty to take one thing for
another Ths 1s a Way of proceedmg quite contrary to Metaphor and
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Alluston, wheremn, for the most Part, lies that Entertatnment and Pleasantry
of Wit winch strikes so hvely on the Fancy, and 15 therefore so acceptable
to all People '

This 15, I think, the best and most philosophical Account that I have ever
met with of Wir, which generally, though not always, consists in such a
Resemblance and Congruity of Ideas as this Author mentions 1 shall only
add to it, by way of Explanation, That every Resemblance of Ideas 15 not
that which we call Wit, unless it be such an one that gives Delight and
Surprize to the Reader These two Propernies seem essennal to Wi, more
parnicularly the last of them In order therefore that the Resemblance 1n
the Tdeas be Wi, 1t 15 necessary that the Ideas should not hie too near one
another 1n the Nature of things, for where the Likeness 1s obvious, 1t gives
no Surprize To compare one Man’s Singing to that of another, or to repre-
sent the Whiteness of any Object by thar of Milk and Snow, or the Variety
of 1ts Colours by those of the Rainbow, cannot be called Wit, unless, bg-
sides this obvious Resemblance, there be some further Congnuty discov-
ered mn the two Ideas that 1s capable of giving the Reader some Surprize
Thus when a Poet tells us, the Bosom of his Mistress 15 as white as
Snow, there 1s no Wit in the Comparison, but when he adds, with a Sigh,
that 1t 1s as cold too, 1t then grows into Wit Every Reader's Memory may
supply hum with innumerable Instances of the same Nature For thus
Reason, the Similitudes in Heroick Poets, who endeavour rather to fill the
Mind with great Conceptions, than ro divert it with such as are new
and surprizing, have seldom anything in them that can be called Wit

As true Wi generally consists in this Resemnblance and Congruity of
Ideas, false Wit chuefly consists in the Resemblance and Congruity some-
times of single Letters, as in Anagrams, Chronograms, Lipograms, and
Acrosticks, Somenmes of Syllables, as in Ecchos and Doggerel Rhymes
Somenimes of Words, as 1 Punns and Quibbles, and somenmes of whole
Sentences or Poems, cast mto Figures of Eggs, Axes or Altars Nay, some
carry the Notion of Wit so far, as to ascribe 1t even to external Mimickry,

and to [ook upon a Man as 2n ngenious Person, that can resemble the Tone,
Posture, or Face of another

Addison then goes on to disunguish a third kind of wir, which he
calls “mixt wit”

As true Wit consists in the Resemblance of Ideas, and false Wit in the
Resemblance of Words, according to the foregoing Instances, there is
another kind of Wit which consists partly 1n the Resemblance of Ideas,
and partly i the Resemblance of Words, which for Distinction Sake 1
shall call »uxt Wir This Kind of Wit 1s that which abounds in Cowley,
more than in any Author that ever wrote Mr Waller has hkewise a great
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dealof it Mr Dryden 1s very sparing in 1t Mslton had 2 Genrus much above
1t Spencer 15 1n the same class with Milton The Iralians, even in thewr Epic
Poetry, are full of it Monsieur Borleau, who formed himself upon the
Ancient Poets, has every where rejected it with Scorn If we look after
mix. Wit among the Greek Wicers, we shall find 1t no where but in the
Epigrammatists There are indeed some Srrokes of 1t in the lictle Poem as-
cribed to Musaeus, which by that, as well as many other, Marks, betrays
itself to be 2 modem Compasition If we look mto the Latm Wnters, we
find none of this mux Wit in Virgd, Lucretrus, or Catzlius, very little
Horace, but 2 great deal of it in Owrd, and scarce any thing else in Marteal

Qut of the innumerable Branches of puxt Wit, 1 shall chuse one Instance
which may be met with 1n all the Writers of this Class The Passion of
Love in 1ts Nature has been thought to resemble Fire, for which Reason
the Words Fire and Flame are made use of to sigmfie Love The wury
Poets therefore have taken an Advantage from the double Meaning of the
Word Fire, to name an infimte Number of Witticisms Cowley observing
the cold Regard of his Misstress’s Eyes, and at the same Time their Power
of producing Love 1 him, considers them as Burning-Glasses made of Ice,
and finding himself able to hive in the greatest Extrermoes of Love, con-
cludes the Torrid Zone to habitable When his Mustress has read hus Letter
m Juice of Lemmon by holding 1t to the Fire, he desires her to read it over a
second time by Love’s Flames ‘When she weeps, he wishes it were mward
Heat that distilled those Drops from the Limbeck [alembic] When she 15
absent he 1s beyond eighty, that 1s, thirty Degrees nearer the Pole than
when she 1s with him His ambitious Love 15 a Fire that naturally mounts
upwards, his happy Love 15 the Beams of Heaven, and his unhappy Love
Flames of Hell When 1t does nor let him sleep, 1t 15 a Flamne that sends up
no Smoak, when it 15 opposed by Counsel and Advice, 1t 15 a Fire that rages
the more by the Wmnd’s blowing upon 1t

The Reader may observe 1n every one of these Instances, that the Poet
mixes the Qualities of Fire with those of Love, and in the same Sentence
spealang of 1t borh as a Passion, and as Real Fire, surprizes the Reader with
those seeming Resemblances or Contradicrions that make up all the Wit in
this kind of Writing Mixt Wit 1s therefore a Composition of Punn and true
Wit, and 1s more or less perfect as the Resemblance hies in the Ideas or 1n the
Words, lts Foundations are lmd partly in Falsehood and partly m Truth,
Reason puts in her Claim for one Half of 1t, and Extravagance for the other
The only Province therefore for this kind of Wi, 13 Epigram, or those

lietle occasional Poems that m their own Nature are nothing else but a Tis-
sue of Epigrams

Modern criticism has gone much beyond both Addsson and Johnson
n 1ts analysis of wit, and m its relish of 1t (See chapters 9, 10, and
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15 } The kind of semantic analysis introduced first by I A Richards
{(chapter 8) led to much profound study of the nature of wit See,
for example, The Structure of Complex Words, by Wilham Empson,
especially the first four chapters 2

Jobnson's objections to pastoval poetry

It 15 worth exammng carefully exactly yhat Johnson’s objections
to “Lycidas” are, and ther mplications Kfassion plucks no berries
from the myrtle and vy,” he declares And agan “We know that
they never drove a field, and that they had no flocks to batten” It
might be said that Johnson 1s here looking ar the poem from the wrong
esthetic distance, that he has the wrong perspective on it Milton makes
clear by the style and tone of the poem at what distance, as 1t were, the
reader should stand from 1t when he reads How, the reader nught ask
himself, does he do this> What kinds of device are open to the poet
that will enable him to establish within the poem the poenc “probabl-
1ty” of such a convention as the pastoral? This question mighe profic-
ably be related to Wordsworth’s objections to eighteenth century
poetic diction {Wordsworth and Johnson agree more than mught be
supposed ) Wordsworth, like Johnson, was not willing to concede the
possitility of many different levels of probability in poetry, and con-
sequently never addressed humself to the question of the ways in which
dufferent levels of probability could be established

Johnson also objects to Milton's mingling pagan mythology with
Christian sdeas Such a mungling 15, however, a commonplace of Eng-
lish poctry‘ln Spenser’s Faerse Queene the very texture of the work
1s woven out of a combination of pagan and Christian images, and even
Milton’s Paradne Lost makes use of pagan imagery There 15 an im-
portant difference, however, between Milton’s use of pagan references
and Spenser’s, Milton uses his as analogies rather than as symbols, whule
Spenser can see a figure from a pagan myth as a symbol as rich in moral
and even religious meaning as hus more specifically Christian material
The Faerie Queene and Paradise Lost mught be compared from this
pomnt of view It nught also be asked whether the difference between
metaphor and simule 15 not, from one pome of view, a difference be-~

8 But see also Elder Olson’s well reasoned attack on Empson’s method “William

Empson, Contemporary Coticism and Poettie Dicrion,” in Crizser and Crinicrsm, An-
ctent and Modern, edued by R § Crane, Unuiversity of Chicago Press, 1952
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tween the level of probability at which the image or the reference
operates.

The common reader

“By the common sense of readers uncorrupted with hterary preju-
dices, after all the refinements of subtilty and the dogmatism of learn-
mg, must be finally dectded all claim to poetical honours ™ In what
degree and 1n whar sense s this true® Is it more true of some kinds of
works than of others® The subject 15 worth careful mvesnganion It
mvolves more than purely critical questions, for much depends on the
nature of the reading public and the degree ro which writer and
public share a common background of aturude and education

The general and the particular

Ds Johnson, as 1s well known, objected to the poet’s “numbermg the
streaks of the tulip ” *The business of the poet,” he mantaned, “is to
examme, not the individual, but the species, to remark general proper-
ties and large appearances” This view was challenged even n the
eighteenth century (as by Joseph Warton 1 his “Essay on the Genus
and Wriuings of Pope,” 1756), and most Romantic critics as well as
many later ones have taken it for granted that the opposite of Johnson'’s
view 1s true, and that the poet’s imagery should be precise, individual,
and detailed Obviously, different kinds of poetry are involved here
The generalized imagery of much eighteenth century meoral and
descriptive poetry sometimes achieves an effect of diffuse platitudi-
nousness, while the cataloguing of suggestive eccentricities mdulged in
by some nineteenth century poets can lead to the sort of thing parodied
by Edward Lear

And they bought an owl, and a useful cart,
And a pound of rice, and a cranberry-tarr,
And a hive of siivery bees,
And they bought a pig, and some green jackdaws,
And a lovely monkey with lellipop paws,

The over-generalized image of the eighteenth century poet can be
illustrated by this quoration from Thomson'’s “Seasons’™



Posstbilstses and Limstations of a Method 259

Mysterious round' what skill, what force divine,
Deep-felt, in these appear' a sumple tram,
Yet sp delightful mix'd, with such kind art,
Such beauty and beneficence combin'd,
Shade, unpercesv'd, so sofremng mro shade,
And all so forming an harmonious whaole,
That, as they sull succeed, they ravish sull

In contrast we can put this by Tennyson

Once more @ downy dnft aganst the brakes,
Self-darken’d in the sky, descending slow!
But gladly see 1 thro' the wavering flakes
Yon blanching apricor like snow 1n snow
These will thine eyes not brook 1n forest-parhs,
On thesr perpecual pine, nor round the beech,
They fuse themselves to lirtle spicy baths,
Sclved in the tender blushes of the peach,

There 1s a third kind of imagery—that which 1s precise 1 order to be
symbolic The haunting precision of the images in Yeats’ “Byzantum”
achieves a much richer poetic meaming than exther the generalzations
of Thomson or the carefully observed nature images of Tennyson
The reader nught consider to what extent and 1n what circumstances
the question of particularity or generahty can provide 2 useful erin-
cal tool *

Johnsow's defimtton of “metaphysical” poetry

Pope defined “wit” as

nature to advantage dressed,
Whar oft was thought but ne'er so well expressed

To which Johnson (arguing with Williare Pepys on the subject) re-
plied “That, sir, 1s 2 definiion both false and foolish . “What oft
was thought’ 1s all the worse for being often thought, because to be
wit, it ought to be newly thought " But if for Johnson true wit was not

# Consider, 1n this connection, ¥ R Leavis' comment on Johnson's style in “The
Vanity of Human Wishes” “Johnson's abstractions and generalities are not mere
empty explicimesses subsututing for the concrete, they focus a wide range of pro-
foundly representative expenence—expertence felr by the reader as movingly
present ¥ The Common Pursunt, p 102
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simply neatly versified platitudes, nesther was it far-ferched ingenwuiry
Johnson meodified Pope’s defintion by saying that wir 15 “at once
"natural and new,” somerhing not obvious but, once expressed, acknowl-
edged to be just (we are reminded that Keats once said mn a letrer that
true poetry should strike the reader as “almiost a Remembrance™) Thus
kind of wir, as we have seen, he demed to the metaphysical poets, they
had the kind of w1t he defined as “discordia concors,” the violent yok-
ing together of the most heterogeneous ideas How far, it mighe be
asked, 1s this notion of a violent yoking together of opposites fruitful
n poetsc theory® What 1s 1ts relation to the modern enitic’s concern
with paradox and ambivalence® There are certain musical analogies
here (harmony, counterpomnt, discord) which mught be profitably
exammed by the criic who has some knowledge of musical cheory It
would be worth examining, too, the exact inplications of the term
“violent,” “yoking together,” and “heterogeneous” i Johnson's defi-
mtion What exactly ss violence 1n poctic terms, and 15 1t necessanly a
bad thing® What ways of yoking things rogether arc open to the
poet, and are there degrees of yoking together (one could perhaps
distngsh between yoking by mere juxtaposition and a subtler kind
of yoking)? And are the heterogeneous elements so yoked super-
ficially heterogeneous but fundamentally akmn, or the other way
round? Consider Yeats” “Words for Music, Perhaps” (particularly
the Crazy Jane poems) from this peant of view
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E HAVE SEEN how both Dryden and Dr John-
son occasionally drew on history i order to explan how writers of
genius sometimes fell short of the standard required by modern taste
The assumption here 1s that modern taste 1s final, based on fundamental
laws of art, and great writers of the past only sinned against 1t because
the age in which they hived was not mature enough to provide them
with the proper standards The same kind of historical explanation can
be used, not to mingate an author’s faults, but to show thar they were
not faults at all Pope, it will be remembered, had laid down the maxim

In ev’ry work regard the writer’s end,
Since none can compass more than they mntend,

and sometimes we go to history or biography to determune the end
And if a successful achievement of the end s all we demand of an
s
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author, then the standard required by modern taste becomes wrrelevant
1n our assessment of his work, we have to study the taste of his day and
the ways m which that taste could be properly satisfied

Hurd on Spenser

Bishop Hurd, m hus Letters on Chivalry and Romance (1762}, saw
the full imphcations of this argument, and endeavored ro show the
literary value of works written in an earher tradition not by explaming
away the writer’s faults on the grounds that at that period of history
he could not possibly have known better, but by showmng how the
writer was fully successful in doing what he set out to do and what hus
age expected of him

The Letters on Chwvalry and Romance are principally concerned
with Spenser’s Facrie Queene Hurd’s argument 15 that tlus poem
was not written it the classical or neo-classic style but on the “Gothic”
model, and, just as a Gothic cathedral must be judged on the prmmeiples
of Gothic architecture and not regarded as an unsuccessful Greek
temple or neo-classic church, so The Faerte Queene must be read as a
“Gothic” poem “Under this wdea of a Goethic, not classical poem,
the Faery Queen 1s to be read and criticrzed  And on these principles,
it would not be difficult to unfold sts merit n another way than has
been hitherto attempted 7

When an archutect examines a Gothic structure by Grecian rules, he
finds nothmg but deformity But the Gothic architecture has its own rules,
by which when it comes to be e)‘(ammed, It 15 seen to have its merie, as well
as the Grecian The question 1s not, which of the two 15 conducted in the
simplest or truese taste but, wherher there be not sense and design m both,
when scrutinszed by the laws on which each 1s projected

The same observation holds of the two sorts of poetry Judge of the
Faery Queen by the classic models, and you are shocked with its disorder
consyder it with an eye to 1ts Gothic oniginal, and you find 1t regular The
uniaty and ssmphcity of the former are more complete but the latter has
thar sort of uniry and simphciry, which resules from 1ts nature

The Faery Queen then, as a Gothie poem, derives 1ts meTHOD, as well as
the other characters of 1ts compositton, from the established modes and
tdeas of chivalry

1t was usual, in the days of knight-errantry, at the holding of any great
feast, for Kughts to appear before the Prince, who presided at 1t, to which



Hiustory, Relativism, Impressionism 263

the solemnity mghe give occaston For 1t was supposed that, when such a
throng of kmghts and barons bold, as Miltron speaks of, were got together,
the distressed would flock i from all quarters, as to a place where they
knew they might find and claum redress for all their grievances

Thus was the real practice, 1n the days of pure and antient chivalry And
on any extraocdinary festival or solernicy  of which, if you want an
mstance, I refer you to the description of a feast made at Lisle 1n 1453, 1n
the court of Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, for a crusade against the
Turks As you may find 1t given at large in the memours of Matthien de
Conct, Qlvier de la Marche, and Monstrelet

Thart feast was for twelve days and each day was distinguished by the
claim and allowance of some adventure

Now laymg down this praceice, as a foundation for the poet’s design,
you will see how properly the Faery Queen 1s conducted

—— "I devise, says the poet humnself i his Letter to Sir Walter Ralergh,
“that the Faery Queen kept her annual feaste x11 days upon which xu sev-
“eral days, the occasion of the xu several adventures happened, which being
“undertaken by xu several krughts, are mn these xu books severally handled ”

Here you see the poet delivering his own methed, and the reason of 1t
It arase out of the order of his subject And would you desire a better
reason for lus choice?

Yes, you will say, 2 poet’s method 15 not that of hus subject I grant you,

- as to the order of e, sn which the reciral 1s made, for here, as Spenser

ohserves (and his own practice agrees to the Rule) hies the man difference
between the poet bistorical and the hstoriographer The reason of which
15 drawn from the nature of Epic composition 1tself, and holds equally, let
the subject be what 1t will, and wharever the system of manners be, on
which 1t 1s conducted Gothic or Classic makes no difference in this respect

But the case 15 not the same with regard to the general plan of a work, or
what may be called the order of distribution, which 1s and must be gov-
erned by the subjece-master wself 1t was as requsite for the Faery Queen
to consist of the adventures of twelve knights, as for the Qdyssey to be
confined to the advencures of one Hero Justice had otherwise not been
done to tus subject

So that1f you will say anything against the poet’s method, you must say
that he should not have chosen this subject But this objecnion anses from
your classic tdeas of Unity, which have no place here, and are in every
view foreign to the purpose, if the poet has found means to give his work,
the’ consisting of many parts, the advantage of Unity For in some reason-
able sense or other, 1t 15 agreed, every work of art must be ome, the very
1dea of a work requiring 1t

If you ask then, what 1s this Uity of Spenser’s Poem? 1 say, It consists

hin the relatton of its several adventures to one common erigmal, the ap-
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pomntment of the Faery Queen, and to one commeon end, the completion of
the Faery Queen’s injunctions The knughts 1ssued forth on their adventures
on the breaking up of rhis annual feast, and the next annual feast, we are o
suppose, 15 to bring them together agam from the atchievement of thetr
several charges

This, 1t 15 true, 15 not the classic Unity, which consists 1n the representa-
tion of one entire actton  but it 15 an Unicy of another sort, an umty re-
sulung from the respect which a number of related actions have to one
common purpose In other words, It 15 an umty of design, and not
of action

This Gothie method of design m poetry may be, 1n some sort, illustrated
by what 15 called the Gothic method of design in Gardenmg A wood or
grove cut out into many separate avenues or glades was amongst the mest
favounte of the works of art, which our fathers atrempeed 1n thus species
of cultivaton These walks were distinct from each other, had, each, their
several destination, and termunated on their own proper objects Yet the
whole was brought together and considered under one view by the relanon
which these various opetungs had, not to each other, but to their common
and concurrent center You and I are, perhaps, agreed that thus sort of
gardening 15 not of so true 2 taste as thar which Kent and Nature have
brought us acquainted with, where the supreme art of the Designer consists
in disposing his ground and objects mto an entire landskrp, and grouping
them, if T tnay use the term, m so easy a manner, that the careless observer,
tho' he be taken with the symmetry of the whole, discovers na art in
the combination

Ttus, I say, may be the truest taste in gardening beeause the simplest Yet
there 15 a manifesc regard to umity 1n the other method, which has 1ts ad-

mirers, as it may have agan, and is certainly not without 1ts design
and beauty

Hurd here uses references to historical fact (“T refer you to the
description of a feast made at Lisle in 1453”) and analogies from other
arts {architecture and gardening) in order to establish, first, that
Spenser’s method was based on ways of thought and action m Gothic
times, and, secondly, that this method produces sts own umty of de-
sign He 1s concerned that the reader of The Faerie Queene should
come to the poem without false analogies m mund, see 1t for what x
really 15, and appreciate its own proper excellences

History and the broademng of taste

Ths kund of criicism flourishes most when the crine 1s dehberately -

attempting to enlarge taste, to make his readers aware of the true
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nature and virtues of something written 1n a different tradition from
that to which they are accustomed It 1s commonly used by scholarly
critics today when they want to draw our attention, say, to the theories
of rhetoric held by seventcenth century poets, or to the eighteenth
century poet’s view of the function of satire, and thus help us to see the
methods and objectives of the poets for what they really are Whether
what they really are 1s good or bad 1s, of course, another question, but
at least 1t can be said that one must—in Matthew Arnold’s phrase—-“see
the object in stself as it really 15” before one can begin to assess 1ts value

This approach 1s different from gomng to biography or psychology
to discover the author’s mtention, for 1t 1s less personal ntention than
arustic traditson that 1s the real question Of course, Spenser’s mntention
was to write what Hurd calls a Gothic poem, but he mught have had
the mtention and still not suceceded, and 1t would then be of little help
to the cntic to learn from biographical sources what had been -
tended Hurd'’s method is to establish the nature of the tradition within
which the poet worked, and then to show, by an analysis of the poem,
that the poem 1s thoroughly successful once we understand the as-
sumptions about the nature of art with which the poet’s tradition pro-
vided hin Ideally, we could derve these assumptions from the poem,
1deally, there 15 never any need to go to history in order to find out
what kind of work an author has produced But n fact we are often
conditioned by our experience to respond only to a work written m
one kind of tradition and so to misread 2 work of another kind—to
treat 1t as we would be treating a Gothue cathedral of we thoughe of it
as a distorted Greek temple

Once history has provided us the perspective within which we can
see the work properly, we are mn a position to look at the work and
realize thar that perspective 15 really implicst 1n 1t, only we had been
blinded by exposure too fong to other kinds of work and so could not
see 1t uanl 1t was shown to us by the historical approach A work
which continues to be dependent for our appreciation of it on histori-
cal background—a work, that 15, that does not hghr up i wself, as 1t
were, as soon as our attention has been drawn to the proper way of
looking at it—cannot be a successful work of art, and the histerical
entic who tries to bludgeon us with background material m order to
make us “appreciate” a work which never fully comes alive even under
the historical spotlight 15 domng precisely what Matthew Arnold
warned aganst in the passage we quoted in the preceding section

Hurd’s method of approach 1s a parucularly effectuve device for
broadening taste at a time of critical narrowness and complacency, and
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it can be applied as fruitfully n the criticism of works wntten mn 2
new tradition as m the appreciation of earher literature The critic
who wishes to explan The Waste Land to readers brought up on
Palgrave’s Golden Treasury will have to use apparatus similar to that
used by the crinc explaming the seventeenth century metaphysical
poets to the same kind of reader—the reader, that 1s, who has been
educared ro believe the Tennysonuan lyric the highest form of poetry
and who does not admit that astringency and wit have a proper place
m the greatest art In either case the crine will have to begin by an
appeal to the reader to forget for a moment the style and method of
his favorite poets and consider just what it 15 that Eliot or Donne 1s
trying to achieve i his complex and rromcal handlmg of imagery This
again mvolves not so much an appeal to personal mtention as an mvesti-
gation of the cultural climate of the poet’s time and the explanarion
and illurnination of his poetic intention with reference to thar chimate *

The dangers of catbohicity

There are, of course, dangers in this approach Catholicity of taste
18 a virtue i a literary criuc, but only up to a pomnt There 15 a kind
of academuc critic who considers it his duty to approve of everything,
however wnferior, provided it was produced mn the past, and who will
spend much patent labor editing and hsstoneally jusufying a bad
eighteenth century versifier whereas he would tarn with contempt
from his modern equivalent This 1s not only to fall into the fault we
have already noted as having been censured by Matthew Arnold, 1t
1s also to mstake antiquarian for histonical justification and to assume
that any piece of hterarure 1s valuable if 1t can be dug up and talked
about Of course, bad hrerarure of a previous age has s mzerest 1t tells
us a great deal about the tastes of the tune and may be lluminating

1Simple biographical mtention s irrelevant to the judgment of a work, bur m-
tention 4s reahized m the work, as an aspect of the work, might be mssed through
improper reading Backaund knowledge may assist the reader to read properly, to
see the work as it realiy 15 But a work of art has an independent existence once
it has been created, and in the course of thus esistence three different aspects may
eme: the work as “intended” by the writer, the work as read by & given reader,
the “normal” work as read by those readers who take every meaming in it In 1ts
normal sense What 15 the relation berween these three? And how relevant 15 bio-
graptucal information in establishing that relanon? These are questions that have
agitated many modern critics See the article, “Intennion,” 1n Dictionary of World
Literature, ed by Joseph T Shipley, New York, 1943, and W K Wimsate, Jr and

Monroe C Beardsley, “The Intentuonal Fallacy,” Sewanee Rewiew, LIV {(1546),
pp 468488
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sociologically or historically Bue there are degrees of interest, and,
more important, #terest 15 not the same as value George Orwell once
wrote a fascmatmg study of popular English boys’ magazines, explan-
mg thewr nature, conventions, social code, and so on? But he pever
concealed his opinion that the stories in these magazines were rubbish
he was explaining, not jusufying, a phenomenon of modern culture

There are dangers in excessive catholicity, and there 15 a pecular
acadermc delusion that it s mcumbent on professors of literature to
prasse everything ever produced m the past {This cacholicity with
reference to past hterarure often goes hand in hand with extraordmary
narrowness of apprecianon where contemporary work 1s concerned
there were crines m the 19208 who relshed both the lushness of
Swmburne and the neat pleasantries of mmor Queen Anne versifiers
but who turned in bewildered horror from James Joyce and T S
Elot ) But the dangers of catholicity are neither as great nor as obvi-
ous as those of complacent narrowness, and the greatest practical
critics have always at some point succeeded m enlarging taste as well
as m producing greater discrimmation Hurd’s approach, for all its
liability to abuse, was immensely frustful, and led to the more adequate
reading of many works which had long been musread through the
spectacles of contemporary fashhon That there are different kinds of
literary virtues, and that the differences do not necessarily represent
higher or lower degrees of value, was a notion which had an immensely
liberating effect on ermcism and produced much that was permanent
in Romanuc criticism Consider, for example, these remarks made by
Willham Hazlit m 1822 ®

The dispute berween the admirers of Homer and Virgd has never
been scttled, and never will for there will always be nminds to whom the
excellences of Virgtl will be more congental, and therefore more objects
of admiration, than those of Homer, and vice verss Both are nght in pre-
fernng what suits them best—the delicacy and selectness of the one, or the
fulness and majestic flow of the other There 15 the same difference in their
tastes that there was in the genius of their two favourices Neither can the
disagreement berween the French and Enghsh school of tragedy ever be
reconciied till the French become English, or the English French Both
are right in what they admire We see the defects of Racine, rthey see the
faults of Shakespeare probably in an exaggerated pomnt of view But we
may be sure of this, thar when we see nothing but grossness and barbanism,

2 “Boys’ Weeklies” (1939}, teprinted i Critscal Essays, London, 1946
8 “0On Criucism,” in Table-Talk, vol H
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or insipidity and verbiage, in a wrniter that is the God of a nation’s 1dolatry,
it 15 we and not they who want true taste and fechng The controversy
about Pope and che opposite school n our own poetry comes to much the
same thing Pope’s correctness, smoothness, &c , are very good things and
much to be commended in lum But it 1s not Yo be expected, or even desired,
that others should have these quahties in the same paramount degree, to
the exclusion of everything else If you like correctness and smoothness of
all things 1n the world, there they are for you mn Pope If you like other
things better, such as strengrh and sublimity, you know where to go for
them Why trouble Pope or any other author for what they have not, and
do not profess to give® Those who seem to imply that Pope possessed, be-
stides his own pecubar exquisite merts, all that 15 to be found 1 Shake-
speare and Milron, are, I should hardly think, 11 good earnest Bur I do not
therefore see that, because this was not rthe case, Pope was no poet We
cannor by a httle sophistry confound the quahinies of diffetent nunds, nor
force opposite excellences into a umon by all the intelerance in the world
We may pull Pope in preces as long as we please for not being Shakespeare
or Milton, as we may carp at them for not being Pope, but this will not
make a poet equal to all three If we have a taste for some one precise style
or manner, we may keep 1t to ourselves and let others have theurs If we are
more catholic 1n our notions and wanc variety of excellence and beauty, 1t
15 spread abroad for us to profusion in the vanery of books and 1n the
several growth of men’s muinds, fettered by no capricious or arbitrary rules
Those who would proscnibe whatever falls short of a given standard of
mmaginary perfection do so aor from a higher capacicy of taste or range of
intellect than others, but to destroy, to “cnib and cabin 1in” all enjoyments
and oprmions but their own

This was a salutory position to take up m an age when different
critical tradstions were meeting each other head-on and the tendency
was for different schools to make no attempt whatever to read prop-
erly each other’s products (VWordsworth on a sonnet of Gray’s was
as unperceptive and intolerant as Lockhart on Keats and as many
contemporary critics on Wordsworth himself } Yet thus passage shows
a danger other than that of an undue catholicity which might result
in the abandonment of all standards “if we have a taste for some one
precise style or manner, we may keep it to ourselves and let others
have thewrs” 1s not very far removed from “I don’t know anything
about art, but I know what I like ” Mere impressiomsm, the fallmg
back on autobiographical chatrer about personal likes and dishikes and
the thrill one gets out of this or that work, 15 fatal to any critical order
or eritical method, and when 1t 15 rampant lirerature suffers If hrera-



History, Relatvvism, Impressionism 269

ture 15 valuable, 1ts value must be demonstrable, and 1if there 15 good
and bad hiterature there must be some reasonably objective method of
distingmishing the one from the other Or perhaps not? Is known value
always demonstrable and can different degrecs of worth always be ob-
jecavely proved? There are many critics in the history of hterature
who would have answered these questions in the negatve

The place of mpressiomsm

Mere mmpressiomsm, the simple settng forth of an autebiographical
response to take the place of critical assessment, 15 cerrainly not a valu-
able cnincal method Butf hiterarure 15 a form of commumcation, then
testimony as to the effectiveness of that commumication by readers
with a wide and deep expersence of different kinds can be taken to be
m some sense evaluation Can a case be made for the proper exploita-
non of the crinc’s reactions to a work as a means of assisting eritical
evaluation of u® Many modern crities would deny that such a case
can be made, and pomne out that the critic’s duty 15 to show how the
work lives, what its form and structure and essential hife really are, and
show this by pomting to quahties obyecuvely present m the work stself,
the critic, they would mamtam, 15 concerned with the means racher
than with the end, with how the commumecation 15 achieved rather
than with effect of the achieved communication on the reader Auto-
biography on the critie’s part, they would urge, s not cnincism

If practical cnineism were solely a matter of evaluation, of giving
the author so many marks for each aspect of his work, then the case
for any impressionist crinicism would be weak But st 15 also the func-
tion of the critic to increase understanding and appreciation, to bring
the reader to see and appreciate whar the work really 15—to teach lm
to read it, even—and in achieving this kind of end cannot he be allowed
a judicious use of mmpresstomust devices, even of autobiographical
gestures® The only way of answenng this 1s to pose a further question
has an impressiomst approach ever been successfully employed n
dlummating and evaluating a work® Critics ltke Lamb, Hazlier and
De Quuncey unsed this approach farly frequently and m varymg
degrees of purity Such a remark as Hazlhitt’s “I can take mine ease in
mne nn with Signor Orlando Friscobaldo as the oldest acquaintance
I have Ben Jonson, learned Chapman, Master Webster and Master
Heywood are there” 15 certanly not critical in any strict sense of the



270 Practical Critscism

term, but it does help to show the kind of atmosphere which certain
works create and thus to draw the reader’s attention to the proper way
of reading the work Lamb on restoration comedy talks similarly

I confess for myself that (with no great delinquencies to answer for) I
am glad for a season vo take an airing beyond the diocese of the strict
conscience—Tnot to live always m the precmets of the law-courts—but now
and then, for a dream-whle or so, to 1magme a world with no meddling
restrictions—to get into recesses, whither the hunter cannot follow me—

w——— Secret Shades
Of woody Ida’s inmost grove,
While yer there was no fear of Jove

I come back to my cage and my restraine the fresher and more healthy for
it I wear my shackles more contentedly for having respired the breath of
an imaginary freedom I do not know how 1t 15 with others, but I feel the
better always for the perusal of one of Congreve’'s—nay, why should I not
add even of Wycherley’s—comedies, I am the gayer at least for it 1

This 15 to make a serious point zbour the narure of restoration
comedy—that 1t was fundamentally amoral and 1ts conventions wholly
unconcerned with the morahty of daily hife—in an autobiograplucal
manuer, and though the parncular kind of confessional coyness em-
ployed here by Lamb probably offends most modern tastes, 1t cannot
be denued that the pomt 15 deftly made De Quincey, in his famous
“On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth,” combines autohograph-
cal with more objective remarks and illustrates how a composite
method can be used 1n pracuical criicism, to establish an impressive
series of ponts .

From my boyish days I had always felt a great perplexity on one pomnt m
Macbeth 1t was this the knockmg ar the gate, which succeeds to the
murder of Duncan, produced to my feelings an effect for which I never
could account the effect was—that 1t reflected back upon the murder 2
peculiar awfulness and a depth of solemauty yet, however obstinately 1
endeavoured with my understanding to comprehend this, for many years
I never could see why it should produce such an effect ——

Here I pause for one moment to exhort the reader never to pay any at-
tention to fus understanding when 1t stands i oppositton to any other
faculty of his mind The mere understanding, however useful and mdis-

44On the Arnficial Comedy of the Last Centory™ (1822)
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pensable, 15 the meanest faculty 1n the human mind and the most to be dis-
trusted and yet the great majority of people trust to nothing else, which
may do for ordmary life, but not for philosophic purposes Of thus, out of
ten thousand instances that I might produce, 1 will cite one Ask of an

person whatsoever, who 1s not previously prepared for the demand by a
knowledge of perspective, to draw i the rudest way the commonest
appearance which depends upon the laws of that scrence—as for
mstance, to represent the effect of two walls standing at nght angles to
each other, or the appearance of the houses on each side of a street,
as seen by a person looking down the street from one extremuty
Now 1n 2l cases, unless the person has happened to observe mn pictures
how 1t 15 that artists produce these effects, he will be utterly unable to make
the smallest approximarion to 1t Yer why>—For he has actually seen the
effect every day of hus hfe The reason is—that he allows his understanding
to overrule lis eves His understanding, which includes no incuitive knowi-
edge of the laws of vision, can furnish him with no reason why a Iine which
15 known and can be proved ta be a horizonral line, should not sppear a
horizontal line a line, that made any angle with the perpendicular less than
a nght angle, would scem to hum ro indicate that his houses were all
tumbling down together Accordingly he makes the hine of his houses a
horizontal hne, and fas of course to produce the effect demanded Here
then 15 one nstance out of many, in which nor only the understanding 15
allowed to overrule the eyes, butr where the understanding 15 possuvely
allowed to oblirerate the eyes as it were for nor only does the man believe
the evidence of his understanding 1n opposition to that of his eyes, but
(which 15 monstrous') the 1diot 1s not aware that his eyes ever gave such
evidence He does not know that he hasseen (and therefore quoad his con-
sclousness has #o¢ seen) that which he bas seen every day of his hfe. But
to return from this digression,—my understanding could furmsh no reason
why the knocking at the gate in Macbeth should produce any effect direct
or reflected 1n tact, my understanding sa:d positively that 1t could not
produce any effect But I knew becter I fele chacic did and I waired and
clung to the problem until further knowledge should enable me to solve 1
—At length, m 1812, Mr Willams made his début on the stage of Ratchiffe
Highway, and executed those unparalleled murders which have procured
for hum such a brilliant and undymg reputation On which murders, by
the way, I must observe, thar m one respeet they have had an ill effect, by
making the connoisseur m murder very fastidious i fus taste, and dissatis-
fied with any thing chat has been since done in thac hne All other murders
lock pale by the deep crimson of hus and, as an amateur once said to me
in & querulgus tone, “There has been absolutely nothing domg since his
tme, or nothing that’s worth speaking of ” But this 1s wrong for 1t 15 un-
reasonable to expect all men to be great artists, and born with the genus of
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Mr Williams —Now 1t will be remembered char in the first of these murders
(that of the Marrs) the same incident (of a knocking at the door soon after
the work of extermumation was complete) did actuaily occur which the
genius of Shakespeare had invented and all good judges and the most
emunent dilettant: acknowledged the felicity of Shakespeare’s suggestion
as soon s 1t was actually realized Here then was a fresh proof that I had
been right n relying on my own feeling 1n opposition to my understand-
mg, and agamn I set myself ro study the problem at length I solved 1t to
my own satisfaction, and my solutron 15 this Murder m ordinary cases,
where the sympathy 1s wholly directed to the case of the murdered
person, 15 an ncident of coarse and vulgar horror, and for this reason—
that 1t flings the interest exclusively upon the natural but gnoble instinet
by which we cleave to hfe, an msunct which, as being indispensable to the
primal law of self-preservation, 1s the same i kind (though different 1o
degree) amengst afl living creatures, thus instinct therefore, because 1t an-
mihilates all distinctions, and degrades the greatest of men to the level of
“the poor beetle that we tread on,” exhabits human nature 1n 1ty most abject
and humthaning amrude Such an acntude would lutle swt the purposes of
the poet What then must he do® He must throw rche nterest on the
murderer our sympathy must be with bz (of course I mean a sympathy
of comprehension, a sympathy by which we enter mto hus feelings, and
are made to understand them,—not a sympathy of pity or approbanon )
m the murdered person all strife of thought, all flux and reflux of passion
and of purpose, are crushed by one overwhelmung pamc the fear of mnstant
death srmutes lum “with sts peenfic mace ” But in the murderer, such a
murderer as a poet will condescend to, there must be raging some great
storm of passion,—jealousy, ambinon, vengeance, hatred,~which will cre-
ate a hell within hum, and nto this hell we are to look In Macbeth, for the
sake of graufymg his own enormous and teemung faculty of creation,
Shakespeare has introduced rwo murderers and, as usual in his hands, they
are remarkably discrinunated but though mn Macbeth the stnfe of nund
15 greater than i hus wife, the nger spint not so awake, and his feelings
caught chiefly by contagion from her,—~yet, as both were finatly mvolved
n the guilt of murder, the murderous mind of necessity 1s finally to be
presumed m both This was to be expressed, and on 1ts own account, as
well as to make 1t 2 more proportionable antagonst to the unoffending
nature of theiwr vicim, “the gracious Duncan,” and a2dequately to expound
“the decp damnanon of hus tahing off,” this was to be expressed with
pecubar energy We were to be made to feel that the human nature, 1 ¢
the divine nature of love and mercy, spread through the hearts of all crea-
tures, snd seldom utterly withdrawn from man,—was gone, varushed, ex-
tinct, and that the fiendish nature had taken its place And, as this effect 1s
marvellously accomplished in the dialogues and solilogwes themselves, so it
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1s finally consummated by the expedient under consideration, and 1t 15 to
thus that [ now solicit the reader’s attention If the reader has ever witnessed
2 wife, daughter, or sister, m a { anting fit, he may chance to have observed
that the most affecting momeat in such a spectacle, 15 that m which a sigh
and a surring announce the recommencement of suspended hfe Or, f the
reader has ever been present i a vast metropolis on the day when some
preat national rdol was carried m funeral pomp to his grave, and chancing
to walk near to the course through which it passed, has felt powerfully
the silence and desertion of the streets and i the stagnation of ordinary
business, the deep mnterest which at that moment was possessing the heart
of man,—if all at once he should hear the death-like stillness broken up by
the sound of wheels ratthing away from the scene, and making known that
the transitory vision was dissolved, he will be aware that at no moment was
his sense of the complete suspension and pause in ordmary human con-
cerns so full and affecting as at that moment when the suspension ceases,
and the goings-on of human hfe are suddenly resumed All action in any
direction 1s best expounded, measured, and made apprehensible, by reac-
tion Now apply this to the case in Macbeth Here, as [ have said, the retir-
ing of the human heart and the entrance of the fiendish heart was to be
expressed and made sensible Another world has stepped 1, and the
murderers are taken out of the region of human things, human purposes,
human desires They are cransfigured Lady Macbeth s “unsexed,” Macbech
has forgot that he was born of woman, both are conformed o the image of
devils, and the world of devils 15 suddenly revealed Bur how shall this be
conveyed and made palpable® In order that a new world may step n, this
waorld must for a nme disappear The nurderers, and the murder, must be
nsulated—cut off by an nmmessurable gulph from the ordinary tide and
succession of human affairs—Jocked up and sequestered in some deep
recess we must be made sensible that the world of ordinary life 15 sud-
denly arrested—laid asleep—tranced—racked into a dread armistice time
must be annihilated, relation to things without abolished, and all must pass
self-withdrawn 1nto a deep syncope and suspension of earthly passion
Hence 1t 15 that when the deed 1s done-~when the work of darkness 15 per-
fect, then the world of darkness passes away like a pageantry 1n the clouds
the knocking at the gate 15 heard, and 1t makes known audibly that the
teaction has commenced the humnan has made its reflux upon the fiendish
the pulses of life are beginnmg vo beat agan and the re-establishiment of
the gongs-on of the world in which we live, first makes us profoundly
sensible of the awful parenthesis that had suspended them

Oh' mighty poet*-mThy works are not as those of other men, 51mply and
merely great works of art, but are also like the phenomena of nature, Iike
the sun and the sea, the stars and the flowers,—hke frost and snow, ramn and
dew, hail-storm and thunder, which are to be studied with enure submus-
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ston of our own faculties, and m the perfect farth that in them there can be
no too much or too little, nothung useless or nert—but that, the further we
press in our discoveries, the more we shall see proofs of design and self-

supperting arrangement where the careless eye had seen nothing but
accident!

In this piece of pracrical crinicism the movement from lirerature to
life and back again 1s continuous, and autobiography 1s brought in as
part of this movement De Quincey 1s not content to chat about his
own reactions he moves inmediately from them to an explanation of
them, and the art of the passage 1n question 15 defended on the grounds
of s psychological truth and structural appropriateness The auto-
biographical introduction and the apostrophe to the poet at the con-
clusion may seem to us romantic extravagance—especially the latter,
but m fact De Quincey has here employed a highly complicared
critical method with remarkable success He has demonstrated before
the eyes of the reader the fascination, the paradox, and the success of
the scene m Macheth which he 1s discussing, by means of a techmque
which uses autobiography only as a starting point and which, once it
has got really started, relates hiteral truth and arusuc truth by an im-
plied theory of how one makes use of the other, and relates structure
to both by showing how the placing of this ncident at this point m
the play helps to emphasize the psychological truth with which 1t 1s
concerned And in the emphasis of the psychological truth hes the
dramaric effect

Thus 1s therefore a ghly sophisticated piece of practical criticasm,
and neither simple impressionism nor the nawe relating of ncidents m
a hiterary work to the facts of actual hfe Yer impressionism has 2 role
here, as also does a representational theory of art How the work
affects the reader, the relation of the situation presented m the work
to real life, the function and sigmficance of form and structure n
the work—all these matters are raised, but the critical assessment de-
pends on no single one of them They are all used rogether to explamn
each other and explain the effecuiveness of the work

It 15 a long road from Hurd's appeal that we should judge Spenser
on the standards appropriate to tis kind of art to De Quincey’s justi-
fication and explanation of a scene n Macheth on grounds both psy-
chological and formal But there 15 a connection between the two
Once Hurd made the pomnt that a work of a previous age must be
judged not by objective rules derived from the taste of the age that is
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judging but rather by rules derived from the cniticized work itself che
way lay open to relativism and impressiomism History, used to explamn
and then to justify a work written i a forgotten taste, can eventually
be used to break down the taste of an age altogether When that 1s done,
a greater catholieity of taste emerges, and cniticism often falls back
on purely autoblographical devices equivalent, at their crudest, to say-
g simply, “Well, I get a kick out of 1t ” The defects of such an ap-
proach are perhaps more obvious in the middle of the rwenteth
century than they were half a century or a century ago, but if we
prefer a crincism which clams to be more objective and “scienufic,”
we should not forget how an element of unpressiomsm (that 15, of
criersin through a parade of autobiographical response to the work
criticized) can, when used with discretion as pare of a complex tech-
nique, achieve remarkable results

The autobiographical or mipressionist approach has been discredited
eventually by the facility wich which 1t can be employed by critics
of no real intellectual capacity or esthetic awareness If the appheation
of neo-classic “rules” can, at 1its most extreme, produce rigid and
mechanical awarding of marks without any mmaginative understanding
of the true nature of the work m question, the deliberate avoidance of
rules can, at the other extreme, produce offensive gush of no cnucal
value whatever Which of these extremes we shun most consciously
depends on the cnitical atmosphere of the age in which we live

IIIDII3I3000>

Arnold on Pope

It 1s interesting to sec how different schools of thoughe, each operatng
on its own assumprions, can produce different views of the same writer
or the same work We mughe, for example, contrast Hazltt's view of
Pope, based on toleration for all poetic styles, with the well-known
and long-popular view expressed by Matthew Arnold m s intro-
ductory essay to Thomas Ward’s anthology of English poetry Arnold,
roo, regards the verse of Dryden and Pope as good of their kind, but
he regards the kind as unpoetic
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Are Dryden and Pope poetical classics? Is the historic estimate, which
represents thern as such, and which has been so long estabhished that it ean-
not eas:]y give way, the real estimare® Wordsworth and Colendge, as »
well krown, deried i, but the authority of Wordswoith and Colendge
does not wetgh much with the young generation, and there are meny signs
to show that the eighteenth century and s judgments are comng into
favour again Are the favourite poets of the eighteenth century classics?

It 15 smpossible withun my present limits to discuss the quesrion fully
And what man of letters would not shunk from seenung to dispose dic-
tatonally of the claims of two men who are, at any rate, such masters 1n
letters as Dryden and Pope, two men of such admirable talent, both of
them. and one of them, Dryden, a man, on all sides, of such encrgetic and
genial power? And ver, if we are to gain the full benefit from poetry, we
must have the real estimate of 1t I cast about for sume mode of arnving, n
the present case, at such an estmate without effence And perhaps the best
way 15 to begin, as 1t 1s easy to begin, with cordial praise

When we find Chapman, the Elizabethan translator of Homer, express-
mg humnself m his preface thus “Though truth i her very nakedness sits
in so deep a pit, thar from Gades to Aurora and Ganges fow eyes can sound
her, ¥ hope yet those few here will so discover and confirm that, the date
being out of her darkness in this morning of our poet, he shall now gird hus
temples with the sun,”—we pronounce that such a prose 15 ntolerable
When we find Milton wnung “And long 1t was not after, when 1 was
confirmed in this opimion, that he, who would not be frustrate of his hope
to wrrte well hereafter 1n laudable things, oughe humself to be a true poem,”
—we pronounce that such a prose has its own grandeur, but that 1t s
obsolete and inconvenient But when we find Dryden teling us “What
Virgil wrote m the vigour of his age, in plenty and art ease, 1 have under-
taken to translate in my declining years, struggling with wants, oppressed
with stckness, curbed i my gemus, hable to be misconstrued in alt 1
wrtte,"—then we exclaim that here at last we have the true English prose, a
prose such as we would all gladly use if we only knew how Yet Dryden
was Milron’s contemparary

But after the Restoration the nme had come when our nation felt the
imperntous need of a fit prose So, too, the time had likewise come when our
nation fele the imperious need of freemng iself from the absorbing preoc-
cupation which religion in the Puritan age had exercised It was impossible
that this freedom should be brought about without some negatve excess,
without some neglect and impairment of the religious bfe of the soui, and
the sptritusl history of the eighteenth century shows us chat the freedom
was not achieved without thern Snll, the freedom was achieved, the preoc-
cupation, an undoubtedly baneful 2and retarding one if it had continued,
was got rid of. And as with religion amongst us at that period, so 1t was
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also wath letters A fit prose was a necessity, but 1t was impossible that a
fit prose should establish 1self amongst us without some touch of frost to
the imaginative bfe of the soul The needful qualities for a fit prose are
regulanty, umformury, precision, balance The men of letters, whose des-
tiny 1t may be to brning their nation to the attanment of 2 fit prose, must of
necessity, whether they work in prose or m verse, give a predommating, an
almost exclusive attention to the qualities of regularity, wniformity, pre-
ciston, balance But an almost exclusive attentton to these quabities involves
some repression and silencing of poetry

We are to regard Dryden as the puissant and glorious founder, Pope as
the splendid hgh-priest, of our age of prose and reason, of our excellent
and inchspensable eighteenth century For the purposes of their misston and
destmy their poetry, like their prose, 1s admrrable Do you ask me whether
Dryden’s verse, take it almost where you will, 1s not good?

A mulk-white Hind, immortal and unchanged,
Fed on the lawns and 1n the forest ranged ®

1 answer Admurable for the purposes of the maugurator of an age of prose
and reason Do you ask me whether Pope’s verse, take it almost where you
will, 1s not good?

To Hounslow Heath I point, and Banstead Down,
Thence comes your mutton, and these chicks my own 8

Tanswer Admtrable for the purposes of the gh priest of an age of prose
and reason Burt do you ask me whether such verse proceeds from men with
an adequate poetic criticism of life, from men whose crncism of hife has
a high serousness, or even, without that lugh seriousness, has poeuc large-
ness, freedom, msight, bemignity® Do you ask me whether the application
of 1deas to life in the verse of these men, often a powerful application, no
doubt, 15 a2 powerful peetic application? Do you ask me whether the poetry
of these men has either the matter or the imnseparable manner of such an
adequate poetic criticism, whether it has the accent of

“Absent thee from felicity awhile "
or of

“And what is else not ro be overcome "8

8 Dryden, The Himd and the Pamther, 1, 12
¢ Pope, The Second Satire of the Second Book of Horace, 143-144
T Homlet, V, 1, 358 Amold had earlier quoted lines 337-360 48 an example of the
hughest po
' §P¢m]:lm ost, I, 1op Arnold had earlier quoted Lines 108-109
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or of

“Q martyr souded i virgmitee'

I answer It has not and cannot have them, 1t 15 the poetry of the builders
of an age of prose and reason Though they may wrie 1n verse, though
they may in a certain sense be masters of the art of versification, Dryden
and Pope are not classics of our poetry, they are classics of our prose

Agamst this one might set F R Leavis's defense of Pope asa “meta-
physical” poet m his chapter on the poet 1n his Revaluation (1936),
or Edith Sitwell’s analysis of the various textures of Pope’s verse m
chapter 18 of her Alexander Pope (1930)

Critical relativism

One of the best modern defenses of critical relativism 1s Fredenick A
Poutle’s The Idiom of Poetry (1046), especially the first two chapters
At the end of s first chapter, Professor Pottle sums up his views
as follows 0

1) Poetry always expresses the basis of fechng (or sensibility) of the age
in which 1t was written

2} Crutics of the past were as well qualified to apply a subjective test to

poetry as we are (“The presumption that 1t 15 we who are more nearly at
rest has no serious foundation, 1t 15 mere self-flattery ™)

3) Poetry 1s whatever has been called poetry by respectable judges at
any ume and i any place (“Respectable” may be thought to beg the
question I mean to include in the term those critics who had the esteem
of their own age, as well as those whom we admure )

4) The poetry of an age never goes wrong Culture may go wrong, civi-
Lzation may go wrong, criticism may go wrong, but poetry, in the col-
lective sense, cannot go wrong

Thus, of course, 1s 1n sharp opposition to the common modern view
that something went wrong with the poetic sensibiity in the late
seventeenth century which has only recently been put nght (sce
Cleanth Brooks’ Modern Poetry and the Tradmion) It s equally mn

 Chaucer, The Prioress’s Tale, lne 92
1¢ Reprinted by pernussion of Cornell Universicy Press
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sharp contrast with the views and crinical method of F R Leavis, a2
stern modern opponent of relativism and a eritic who behieves that it
18 possible—and desirable—to trace the true tradinion of Englsh poetry
and English fiction through the few great writers who alone represent
it (see, for example, huis book on the Enghsh novel, significantly called
The Grear Tradition, where the tradition 15 defined and the elect, who
belonged to and perpetuated 1t, named and discussed) One can of
course be, like Dr Leavis, an opponent of relativism and at the same
time sensiively aware of shifts i literary style and fashion,™ to op-
pose relativism is not necessarily to deny that there are different kinds
of good literature and that some kinds flourssh more readily in the
climate of one age than m that of another, but i 75 to deny Professor
Pottle’s contention that “poetry is whatever has been called poetry by
respectable judges at any tme and i any place” and to deny even
more strongly that “the poetry of an age never goes wrong ”

Professor Pottle’s relativise position enables him to see the futility of
a critic’s atternpting to reverse a new tde of taste, the chief funcuon
of the critic of contemporary literature, as he sees 1t, 15 “to recognize
end to define the emergent idiom to detach 1t from the background

of the monbund but hughly respectable idiom which obscures 1t ”
He continues

He should realize that he has httle or no power to change 1ts essential
character or direction, no more, let us say, than the hnguist has to change
the dev¢lopment of a language Nothung is more fuule than to scold an
(’Neill because he has not wntten hke Aeschylus, or an Eliot for not hav-
mg wricten hke Tennyson Jeffrey’s criicism of Wordsworth 15 a classical
example of the folly of the judicial method

Such a pragmatic approach to the problem of evaluation would not
satisfy those cnucs who insist on seekung norms and applying stand-
ards which they consider perpetually valid Such critics might quarrel
with Professor Pottle for not distinguishing with any precision be-
tween means and ends, they might say that there are many different
kinds of style and 1diom which a poet mmght legitimately employ and
that sensibility certanly operates differently 1n different periods, but
they would msist that this 1s a question of means, not of ends, and that

11 Dr Leavis (and his penodical Seratiny) has had a great mfluence on modern
entcism n lus stand for precision and disciminanon in liverary judgmene Among

his many books, perhaps 1he Commnon Pursust gives the clearest 1dea of his talents
and lus pesiion



280 Practical Criticism

what a great work of literature 15 and dees can always be defined in the
same way There are many imphcations here, both for theoretical and
for pracucal criucism, and the reader might profitably consider some
of them

Closely related to the relativist position 15 the “acadermic” position
which holds that all works of the past can and should be appreciated
by the cnitie, whose duty 1t 15 to put humself in the proper frame of
mind and equip himself with the necessary scholarship to enable him
to enjoy each work as 1ts contemporary readers did F R Leavis, n an
essay on Milton published m The Commion Purswut, 15 very severe on
this view He quotes E M W Tillyard’s remark *I am not especially
attracted by the Mitomzing blank verse of the eighteenth century,
but if I read 1t more assiduously I might bike 1t better” i order to deride
it and comments caustically on what he takes to be Dr Tillyard's
“assumption that 1t 1s praiseworthy to find reasons for recommending
accepted authors and reprehensible to criticize such authors ad-
versely” as extubiting “one of the most deadeningly acadermic trats of
the academuc muind ” This brings us to the relation between criticism
and history (dealt with in Pare Three) but the whole question of how
far the historical imagination can be legitimately used to increase ap-
preciation—how far it may merease understanding and appreciation
of what really exists in the work and how far it may bring one to
appreciate what 15 not, objectively considered, a good work—is com-
plex, and worth careful thought

F. R Leavis has, in different essays, praised as great poems both
Johnson’s “Vanity of Human Wishes” and G M Hopkins’ sonnet
“Thou art indeed just, Lord ” (The Common Pursust, pp 56 and 101~
102 } The reader mght consider whether these two very different kinds
of poemn, products of different sensibihties and different periods and,
it mught be thoughe, of wholly different kinds of gemwus, can be
judged to be great by the apphcation of the same kind of critical
apparatus Is this a question of different kinds of greatness, or of two
different ways of achieving a common kind of end?
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appreciation to analysis

14

0 DEFINE a critical approach and discuss its ments
and demerits 15 a relatively easy matter The great majonty of critics,
however, have rarely used a single and easily definable method m their
pracucal cntscism The acadenuce entie, m particular, with hus various
kinds of scholarly mformation—biographical, hustorical, textual—is
often tempted to combme mformation, explanation, elucidation, and
praise in hus remarks on a given work or a given writer

Critical chat

This eclectic method, as 1t may be called, 1s not necessarily muddle-
headed we have already noted some effective examples of crincism
which combines elements from different methods, and many more
could be cited, particularly from late mneteenth and early twentieth
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century acadermic criticism, where the “bio-critical” approach flour-
ished vigorously and at sts best was highly successful 1n conveying to
the reader a sense of a writer’s achievernent set against the background
of his ife and ime It was an approach which, for obvious reasons, did
better with writers as a whole than with mdividual works, 1ts greatest
successes lay in giving the reader a total impression of the kind of work
a writer produced, with appraisal of individual works used as an
example to alustrate the generalizations rather than as critical assess-

ment in 1ts own night Consider, for example, George Saintsbury’s re-
marks on Prior

I do not know whether the haughty and dehicate souls who, m oppost-
tion to Mr Dobson, declare eighteenth century poetry “unreadable,” make
any exceptions, even for Pope tamself, m the nearly complete 1gnorance
which, 1t 1s to be feared, accompanies their haughriness and their delicacy,
they seem only too Likely not to make any for others Yet how much are
they to be pined if they do not know Prior, especially with the recently
discovered fragments of which the most charmmng but not the only
charming one 1s on that “Jinny the Just”, who-

Read, and accounted, and paid, and abated,
Eat and drank, played and worked, laughed and cried, loved and hated,
As answered the end of her beng created

Bur these additions, for which we wiser folk so much thank Longleat and
the Marqus of Bath, Cambridge and Mr Waller, are only a sort of “rere-
supper,“ a corollary to an abundant previous entertainment That the great
comic poets have almost 1f not quite as much 1diosyncrasy 1n their comedy
as the great tragic or serious poets n their other kunds, 15 a fact not much
hikely to be disputed, though 1t 1s sometimes left unrecogrized, and there
15 hardly one who has more of it than Prior With the eternal and almost
unnecessary exception of Shakespeare, Prior 1s about the first to bring out
that true English humour wiuch mvolves senument and romance, which
laughs gently at its own tears, and has more than half a tear for 1ts own
laughter One might not have thought the lover of Cloe (unless, which 1s
not impossible, Cloe’s anecdotographers have mahgned her) and the fre-
quenter of pot shops likely to be troubled with “fine fancies,” and certanly
he does not force them on us But how ainly they flit, and how delicate
and varicoloured they are, from the early and gay celebration of the little
Dutch chaise with its contents, literary and other, to those epitaphs which
are assuredly neither morbid nor cymical merely’ Prior humself may have
wntten none too happily of Solomon, but he had at least one nght to
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write, for no one, except Thackeray, has ever entered more thoroughly
nto the spirit of Ecclessastes How different 1s the sad and yet not 1n the
least moping or whmmg morahity of the poem to Montagu, a poem with
1ts singular music infused into apparently quite commonplace metre—

Our hopes, like towering falcons, aum, etc,

from the mere “copy-book” so often charged agamst the century! How
admirable a vanant in the same key 1s furmshed by the Lines written m
Mezeray, with thewr strangely haunting close—

Unwilling to retire, though weary!

And this seasorung and saving “Vamitas Vanitatum” 1s not absent from
things where 1t keeps farther in the background-the very “Lines to a Chald
of Quality” owing not a litcle of their savour to 1t Yet with this faculey,
which, 1t may be admitted, does easily turn in other men to morhidness and
cymcism, there 1s no bad blood in Prier As we have no wittier so we have
no kindlier poet, though the wit keeps the kindliness from ever turnng
mawkish The Tales, though Johnson, unfair to Prior as a whole, granted
them his nprimatur as “a lady's book,” are rather out of fashion to-day
They are too naughty for the old-fasiuoned and not nasty enough for mod-
ernusts Bue they are thoroughly good-humoured Some High-and-Mighti-
nesses have dismissed Prior’s love poems as not ethereal enough—not so
much suggestive of the way of a superman with a supermad as of that of
a man of the bag with a maid of the bar Now half of this 15 due to the
ticele-tactle of the anecdote-mongers above mentioned, and even in the
other half there 1s not much justice The “Cloe’ poems certamly do not
suggest Amadis and Orsana, but i the House of Love as elsewhere there
are many mansions At any rate they are extremely lvely, extremely
pretrcy, and they hit off a partnership of amure and bene velle which per-
sons who have confidence 1n their taste enough not to bother about other
people’s may find not a hitcle delectable, and no more “nasty™ than the “nasty
hard rosebud,” whuch revenged itself by finding such an agreeable resting-
place Prior cannot be 1ll-natured “The English Padlock™ on one side 1s the
very ncarnation of sweet and not unwholesome temper, as “My noble
lovely hrele Peggy” 1s on another, “Down Hall” on yet a third, others (for
though 1ll-nature s rather monotonous, good 18 always surprising when
1t 15 not stuptd, as Prior never 1s) on others yet There are people—not al-
ways bad people—who seem to mustake Cowper’s phrase, “easy jingle’ 2s a
suggeston to take Prior hghtly Cowper himself did not mean 1t so, and 1t
may be diffidently suggested that 1f any young gentleman of the latest
block (the term 15 not used offensively, but 15 pure Ehzabethan for the
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fashion of hats), even after inspiring himself by the thought (not quite at
first hand) that Tennyson does not exst and that Browning was a well-
meant but not wholly successful anticipation of the twentieth century, that
Swinbume was a musical-box and Stevenson an meffectual Christmas roy-—
if any such wall just try to immate the pngle and the easiness—we shall see
Whule as for the longer poems, though the whimsical inconsequence of
Alma 15 sometimes a little teasing, and though Solomon has (rather roo ob-
viously)} been dismissed as an mstance of a clever man trymg something
for which he was not fitted, 1t 1s still lawful to take for the Muse in regard
to them Poms’s wish for his sister when Scandal gave her to Prince Hal,
“May the girl have no worse fortane!”

There 15 indeed 3 singular delectableness, partly ansing from a certain
strangeness and hidden quality in Prior Some people even rhink, when
they read of those morming walks which Swift and Prior took 1n the Park,
“one to make himself fat and one to make humself thm,” that of all that not-
able ser the unguestionably greater could not have chosen a better com-
pamon If he has not Pope's mtense craftsmanship, Prior has, as has been
hinted, something of the “behind the veil” touch that Pope never even hunts
at With more delicacy even than Addison, he has also more passion than
Steele and Gay Arbuthnot and even Berkeley fall, the former into lower
and more unequal levels, the latter, despite his greatness, 1nto a specialist
and abstract division Possibly, as the common theory goes, Prior may have
to some extent clogged the wings of the spiit with Epicurean living, pos-
sibly, as 1t has been more chantably suggested, the diplomatic work (for
which he was 1n some ways unswited, but the dunes of which he seems to
have discharged faithfully enough ull they called for actual heroism, which
he did not possess) overloaded lum He may even have actually given the
best of what was in hum, helped by pleasure on the one hand and perhaps
even by business as a contrasting influence on the other But undoubtedly
there 15, for some tastes at any rate, in Prior a flavour of one sort, an at-
mosphere of Venus and Coprd and kindly spert and fun, contrasted quin-
tessentially with 2 “fimish” of something quite different His own short piece
on “Democritus and Herachtus” gives us a key, too much neglected, to his
attitude, and he can “give a hand to each” as hardly any one else, except
{once more) Thackeray, has done, and 1n a fashuon different from Thack-
eray’s !

Perhaps this 15, n a sense, hirerary chat rather than strictly literary
cnticism We observe the relaxed, imnformal rone, the casual and confi-
dent use of quotation, the conversational references to contemporary
taste and to the criuc’s view of it, the quick movement from one work
to another with no attempt to give a thorough or systemanic account

L The Peace of the Augustans, 1916 Reprinted by permmssion of Oxford Unuversity
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of any one The critic here 15 taking for granted that his reader knows
something abour the subject and recognizes the quotattons and the
numerous literasy references The critic 1s also quite unconcerned with
method—in fact, one might reasonably argue that this discussion of
Prior shows no method at all What are Samtsbury’s criteria of a good
poem, as shown in this discussion of Prior’s poetry® “Jinny the Just”
1s described as “‘charming,” and the charm 15 illustrated by a brief
quotation The kind of entertainment which Prior’s poetry provides
15 dlustrated by a great number of analogies which cumulatively sug-
gest a cheerful and wholly healthy Epicureanism The special quality
of his humor 1s praised as, Shakespeare apart, probably the first true
English variety, which 15 then defined very generally as “sentiment
and romance, which laughs gently at its own tears, and has more than
half a tear for 1ts own laughter ” (No quotation illustrates this very
general definiion ) Then comes a contrast between the deheacy of
Prior’s fancy--mentioned as a goed quality—and Prior’s habits 1n real
life Prior 15 next prased for entering more thoroughly into the spirit
of Ecclesiastes than any other writer except Thackeray, and examples
of an Ecclesiastes-like sadness are given “Singular music infused mnto
apparently quite commonplace metre” 1s cited as & virtue of one poem,
but the quality 15 not analysed, 1t 15, however, illustrated by the
“strangely hauntung” close of another poem And so 1t goes—a per-
sonal, unsystematic, ecleatic kind of criticism, creating as 1t moves a
hughly hterary atmosphere, an atmosphere of the study, perhaps, but
a study with comfortable leather chairs as well as well-lined book-
shelves

The success of this kind of crincism depends on 1ts author’s ability
to handle the various elements of which it 1s composed i such a way
as to build up a tone, an atmosphere, which reflects m some way the
special qualittes of the writer who 15 being criticized But the tone 1s
never wholly subdued to its subject there 1s always the critic’s person-
ality before us, with the critic’s preferences and prejudices, his refer-
ences to pet authors (Thackeray, m Saintsbury’s case) and favorie
controversies, peppering his comment As a result, 1t 1s not so much the
essence of Prior that ts distilled for us as we read Saintsbury’s discussion
of that poet, 2s a confrontation of essence of Prior with essence of
Samntsbury Out of this confrontation whatever is valuable mn the cnti-
cism emerges—which 15 one reason why this kind of cnticism 1s much
more successful when the entic 1 letting himself go about 2 favorite
author than when he is attempting to apprase the work of someone
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to whom he has no temperamental kinshup. Saintsbury’s taste was
cathohc enough, his range of enthustasms enormous, but he strikes
sparks only when his personality 1s responding to some aspect of a
work or writer, when he 15 least scientfic and most relaxed and
discursive

In criticism such as Santsbury’s the severer critical quesnons are
taken for granted Criticism 1s not a “disciphine,” as many modern
critics like to regard 1t, but a civilized exchange of opinion No attempt
15 made to demonstrate with analyac precision the presence of any
given quality mn a work, and whether any given quality represeats a
fault or a virtue 1s a question whose answer 1s assumed rather than
debated It s on the whole a response to the achieved work, not a tech-
nical demonstration of how the work is achieved Such a criticism 1
hikely to appear only after centuries of varied licerary production have
led not only to a broad view of the total literary scene but also to the
establishment of a social tradinon of bookish discourse about books
Professor Saintsbury was a great connosseur of wines as well as a
literacy scholar and cnitic, and there does seem to be a relation between
the two sides of his activity His writing has an after-dinner flavor, a
note of conversation among gentlemen over the port, and his cniticism
has a quality of savoring, of wine-tasting Only a generation secure in
its possession of a rich and stable literary tradition can afford to be so
relaxed, so much the wine-tasting connoisseur, about 1ts heerary crnin-
aism When that security ebbed, the connowsseur gave way to the

analyst

The case for amateurism

Most modern readers would regard the change as unquestionably one
for the better They welcome the increase 1n precision, m subtlety, n
professionalism, that they see mn modern criticsm when compared
with the Saintsbury variety Yet there 1s a great deal to be said for the
elegant amateurism of the Saintsbury tradiion (for i a sense Saints-
bury, though a professor and a professional critic and scholar, was the
great amateur his manner was amateur) To relegate critical discus-
sion solely to the professional, to regard the crinc as a highly special-
ized technical expert who writes for his fellow experts, has its own
dangers A civibzation 1 judged by ats amateurs, by the degree to
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which intelhgent non-experts can discuss with sense and understanding
the phenomena of their culture If the critic becomes too far removed
from the reader'of literature—not necessanily from the “man m the
street,” that vague entity, but from the interested and sensitive non-
professional—he will tend to develop a technical jargon of his own and
to regard himself as 2 necessary mediator between the creative writer
and the ordinary reader Indeed, m so far as he will be meelligible only
to fellow experts, he will not even be a mediator berween writer and
public, but a barrier indicating the impossibihity of non-professional ap-
prectation of good literature Samtsbury, for all the occasional loose-
ness of his criticisi and his deliberate lack of method, or perhaps
because of these qualities, always talked to his readers as their fellow-
appreciator, not as their technical adviser If a generation less com-
placent about 1ts literary tradition and less likely to view after-dinner
discussion as the fine flower of civihzed discourse has learned to lodk
for a sterner kind of criticssm—more analytic, more methodical, and
general more tough minded—we can appreciate 1s need while at the
same time perhaps envymg an age which could take s culture more
for granted

It should be added that criticism as philosophical ingury mnto the
nature and value of nagmative hterature—the kind that was discussed
m Part One of this book—is almost always practiced by professional
crittes, for that can never be anything else but a strenuous philosophi-
cal actwvity It 1s practical criticism, not phﬂosophlcal criticism, that 1s
likely to move toward an eclectic amateurism 1 2 period when the
man of letters fits comfortably into a long-established social and intel-
lectual tradiion Crities of this kind tend to dismuss the fundamental
esthetic questions with an epigram or an “‘every schoolboy knows”
attitude

For all the charm of the Samtsbury brand of cnincism, for all is
relaxed confidence, s assurance of the continuty of civilization, 1t
deals competently only with works that grow obviously out of the past
and falls silent 1n the face of any really challenging departure from
traditional norms When, about the time of the first world war, as the
result of a long process of disintegration, the relanon between tradi-
tion and the mdividual talent had to be fundamentally re-examned
and the whole question of what goes on 1n a work of literary art was
re-opened, criticism was forced to leave behind the relaxed air and the
amateur tone and become more astringent and more technical
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Ehot on Swinburne: the analytic approach

If we set beside Samusbury’s discussion of Prior one of T S Ehot’s
earlier cntical essays—on Marlowe, or Ben Jonson, or Andrew Marvell,
for example—we are struck at once with the complete difference 1n
temper, Ehot 1s not concerned to talk with wit and urbamity about
hterary achievements on which his readers are largely m agreement,
Ehot’s wit—so different from Samntsbury’s—serves the purpose of ar-
resting attention, not of illustrating general knowledge, and tus prose
deliberately lacks urbamty Eliot’s object 15 to explore the lrerary
work in order to show what goes on 1n it, he wishes to surprise the
reader into paymng proper attention to the true hfe of the work Percy
Lubbock, 1 his book The Craft of Fiction, first published m 1921,
defined this kind of criticism with reference to the novel

The business of criticism 1n the matter of fiction seems ciear, at any rate
There 1s nothing more that can usefully be said about a novel until we have
fastened upon the question of 1ts making and explored 1t to some purpose
In all our ralk about novels we are hampered and held up by our unfa-
mubarity with what s called thewr techmcal aspect, and that 15 consequently
the aspect to confront That Jane Austen was an acute observer, that
Dickens was a great humourist, that George Eliot had a deep knowledge of
provincial character, that our hving romancers are so full of life that they
are neither to hold nor to bind—we know, we have repeated, we have told
each other a thousand times, it 1s no wonder if attention flags when we
hear 1t all agamn It 15 cheir books, as well as their talents and attainments,
that we aspire to see—their books, which we must recreate for ourselves if
we are ever to behold them And in order to recreate them durably there
1s the one obvious way—to study the craft, to follow the process, to read
constructively The practice of this method appears to me at this ume of
day, I confess, the only interest of the ermicism of fichon It seems vain to
expect that discourse upon novelists will contain anything new for us untd
we have really and clearly and accurately seen their books ®

“To study the craft, to follow the process, to read constructively”
—that might well have been Eliot’s motro At least, 1t describes ac-
curately what his most characteristic practical criticism has been

aimed at Consider, for example, lus essay on Swinburne, wrnitten
m 1gz0

2Re£nnted by permission of Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, and Jonathan
Cape Limited, London
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Itisa question of some nicety to decide how much must be read of any
particular poet And it 1s not a question merely of the size of the poet
There are some poets whose every line has unique value There are others
who can be taken by a few poems umversally agreed upon There are
others who need be read only m selections, but what selections are read
will not very much matter Of Swinburne, we should hke to have the
Atalanta entire, and a volume of selections which should certamnly contain
The Leper, Laus Veneris, and The Triumph of Tre It ought to contain
many more, but there 15 perhaps no other single poem whach 1t would be
an error to omut A student of Swinburne well want to read one of the
Stuart plays and dip into Trisram of Lyonesse But almost no one, today,
will wish to read the whole of Swinburne It 1s not becanse Swinburne 15
voluminous, certam poets, equally volurmnous, must be read entire The
necessity and the difficulty of a selection are due to the peculiar nature of
Swinburne’s contribution, which, 1t 15 hardly teo much to say, 1s of a very
different kind fiom that of any other poet of equal reputation

We may take 1t as undisputed that Swinburne did make a contribution,
that he did somethung that had not been done before, and that what he did
will not turn out to be a fraud And from that we may proceed to inguire
what Swinburne’s contribution was, and why, whatever crincal solvents
we employ to break down the structure of hus verse, this contribution re-
mams The test 15 this agreed that we do not (and I think chat che present
generation does not) greatly enjoy Swinburne, and agreed that (a more
serious condemnation) at one pertod of our hves we did enjoy tum and
now no longer enjoy lum, nevertheless, the words which we use to state
our grounds of dishke or mndifference cannot be applied to Swinburne as
they can to bad poetry The words of condemnation are words which ex-
press tus qualittes You may say “diffuse ” But the diffuseness ts essential,
had Swinburne pracused greater concentration his verse would be, not
betrer in the same kind, but a different thing His diffuseness 15 one of his
glones That so hittle material as appeared to be employed in The Trimmph
of Tme should release such an amazing number of words, requires what
there 15 no reason to call anytiung bur gemus You could not condense
The Triumph of Time You could only leave out And this would destroy
the poem, though no one stanza seems essential Sumilarly, a considerable
guantity—a volume of selections—is necessary to give the quality of Swin-
burne although there 1s perhaps no one poem essential i this sclection

If, then, we must be very careful in applying terms of censure, like “dif-
fuse,” we must be equally careful of prase “The beauty of Swinburne's
verse 15 the sound,” people say, explamming, “he had Iittle visual imagna-
tion” [ am inchined to think that the word beauty 1s hardly to be used in
connexton with Swinburne's verse at all, but i any case the beauty or
effect of sound 1s neither that of music nor that of poetry which can be
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set to music There 15 no reason why verse mtended to be sung should not
present a sharp visual smage or convey an important mtellectual meaning,
for 1t supplements the music by another means of affecting the feelings
What we get in Swinburne 15 an expression by sound, which could not pos-
stbly associate 1tself with music For what he gives 15 not images and 1deas
and music, 1t 1s one thing with a curious mixcure of suggestions of all three

Shall I come, sf I swimn? wide are the waves, you see,
Shall I come, if I fiy, my dear Love, to thee?

This 15 Campion, and an example of the kind of music that 15 not to be
found 1n Swinburne Ir 15 an arrangement and choice of words which has a
sound-value and at the same time a coherent comprehensible meaning, and
the two things—the musical value and meaning—are two things, not one
But in Swinburne there 1s no pure beauty-no pure beauty of sound, or of
image, or of 1dea

Muste, when soft votees die,
Vibrates in the memory,

Odours, when sweet violets sicken,
Live within the sense they quicken

Rose leaves, when the rose 15 dead,

Are beaped for the beloved's bed,

And so thy thoughts, when thou art gone,
Love styelf shall slumber on

I quote from Shelley, because Shelley 15 supposed to be the master of Swin-
burne, and because tus song, like that of Campron, has what Swinburne has
not—a beauty of music and a beauty of content, and because it 1s clearly
and simply expressed, with only two adjectives Now, in Swimburne the
meanng and the sound are one thing He 1s concerned with the meamung
of the word in a pccuhar way he employs, or rather “works,” the word’s
meaning And this 1s connected with an mteresting fact about his vocabu-
lary he uses the most general word, because fus emotion 1s never particular,
never m direct hine of vision, never focused, 1t 15 emotion reinforced, not
by imcensification, but by expansion

There wed a singer an France of old
By the tideless dolorous mudland sea
In aland of sand and rusn and gold
There shone one woman, and none but she

You see that Provence 15 the merest pomt of diffusion here Swinburne
defines the place by the most general word, which has for him 1ts own
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value. “Gold,” “ruin,” “dolorous” 1t is not merely the sound that he wants,

but the vague assocrations of idea that the words gve lum He has not hus
eye on a parucular place, as

Lt ruscelletts che des verds colls

Del Casentn discendon giuso m Arno

[The little streams that from the green hills

Of the Casentino flow down to the Amo
Dante, Inferno, XXX ]

It 15, n fact, the word that gives him the thnll, not the object When you
take to pieces any verse of Swinburne, you find always that the object was
not there—only the word Compare

Snowdrops that plead for pardon
And pine for fright

with the daffodils that come before the swallow dares The snowdrop of
Swinburne disappears, the daffodil of Shakespeare remamns The swallow
of Shakespeare remains 1n the verse of Macketh, the bird of Wordsworth

Breaking the silence of the seas

remams, the swallow of “Itylus” disappears Cormpare, again, a chorus of
Atalanta with a chorus from Athensan cragedy The chorus of Swinburne
15 almost a paredy of the Atheman it 1s sententious, but 1t has not even the
significance of commonplace

At least we witness of thee ere we die
That these things are not otherwise, but thus

Before the beginming of years

There came to the makmy of man
Tme with a gift of tears,

Greef with a glass that ran

This 1s not merely “music”, it 15 effective because 1t appears to be a tre-
mendous statement, like statements made in our dreams, when we wake
up we find that the “glass that ran” would do better for time than for gruef,
and that the gift of tears would be as approprately bestowed by grief as
by time

It mught seem to be mtimated, by what has been satd, thac the work of
Swinburne can be shown to be a sham, just as bad verse 1s 2 sham It would
only be so if you could produce or suggest something that 1t pretends to
be and 1s not The world of Swinburne does not depend upon some other
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world which it simulates 1t has the necessary completeness and self-suffi-
ciency for justification and permanence Tt 1s impersonal, and no one clse
could have made 1t The deductions are true to the postulates It 15 inde-
structible None of the obvious complaints that were or mught have been
brought to bear upon the first Poesrs and Ballads holds good The poetry
15 not morbid, 1t 15 not erouc, 1t 15 not destructive These are adjectives
which can be applied to the material, the human feehings, whach in Swin-
burne’s case do not exist The morhidity 1s not of human feeling bur of
language Language in a healthy stave presents the object, 15 so close to the
object that the two are 1dennified

They are 1dentified 1n the verse of Swinburne solely because the abject
has ceased to exist, because the meaming 15 merely the hatlucinarion of
mearung, because language, uprooted, has adapted iself to an mdependent
Iife of armospheric nounshment In Swinburne, for example, we see the
word “weary” flourshing n this way independent of the particular and
actual weanmness of flesh or spint The bad poet dwells partly in a world
of objects and partly i a world of words, 2and he never can get them to
fit Only a man of genws could dwell so exclusively and consistently among
words as Swinburne His language 1s not, like the language of bad poetry,
dead It 1s very much alive, with thus singular life of 1ts own Bur the fan-
guage which 15 more important to us 15 that which 15 strugghing to digest
and express new ohjects, new feelmngs, new zspects, as, far instance, the
prose of Mr James Joyce or the earlier Conrad

It will be seen that Ehot’s interest here 15 less in the effect of the
poetry than in awhat goes on n 1t He has Santsbury’s width of hterary
reference and more than Santsbury’s confidence, but he has not
Saintsbury’s confidence m his readers The reader must be startled
from s conventional view of Swinburne nto looking at the poetry
agan and seeng precisely what happens m it Eliot 15 contnually
makmg distinction between, for’ example, diffuseness as a fault and
diffuseness as an essence, between different kinds of relationship be-
tween meanmng and sound, between mtensification and expansion, and
so on And when he quotes other poets 1t 1s generally in order to draw
our attention to a distinction, a difference, not to cite resemblances
or echoes The whole approach 1s basically analytic

Olwer Elton on Swmburne acadewnc
generahization

That Elot 1s less concerned wiath the effect of the poem on the
reader than with the kind of life such poetry possesses becomes

8From Selected Ersays 1gi7-1932 by T S Ehot, copynght, 1932, by Har-
court, Brace and Company, Inc and Faber and Faber Linuced
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clear if we put beside his essay on Swinburne a discussion of the poet
by a cnitic working in the late nineteenth century academic eclectic
tradition Professor Oliver Elton’s The English Muse, though 1t ap-
peared ;m 1933, 15 1n that older tradition Here are his remarks on
Swinburne

Swinburne’s langitage flows from the purest fount He was nourished
on the ancient classics, on the English classics, and above all on the Author-
1sed Version He had a perfect ear and was a mighty inventor of lyrical
measures, there 1s no surer or more briliant instrumentalist in Enghsh Yet
the salvage of his poetry, though not small 1n itself, 15 small proportion
to the mass For all their skill of conduct the two Greek plays leave, as
tragedies, a faint impression Even in the famed choruses there 1s a waste
of words But this we forgive for the glory of sound and motion, and for
a cerrain electrical quahty that time cannot alter It comes and goes, butat s
mawntamed, in Atalanta, throughout the splendid interchanges of the
Chorus with Meleager

Would God ye could carry me
Forth of all these,
Heap sand and bury me
By the Chersonese,
‘Where the thundering Bosphorus answets the thunder of Ponuc seas

‘Before the beginming of years’ and “When the hounds of spring’ are also
in stanza Well, after fifty years we may smle at the ‘brown bnight might-
ingale amorous’ and the Maenad and the Bassarid, nor did we ever take
them too seriously But ‘ah the singing, ah the delighe, the passion?’,—thus
has not vansshed, nor the music of the long billowing strophes in Erec-
theus Swinburne's other choric odes, to Athens or to Victor Hugo, sound
mechamcal beside them His sapphucs and choriambics have less matter and
meaning than Tennyson’s ‘experiments’ 1n classical measures, but m glory
of passionate sound they have no equal, among feats of this kind As to the
song pure and simple, m the Oblation (‘Ask nothing more of me, sweet’)
and n the sixteen Imes of ‘Love laid his weary head’ Swinburne wrote
what may outlive many of his later volumes Some of these highter and
briefer lynics are certamnly the most endurmmg Many are in short lhines,
Amima Anceps, A Match, Ex-Voto In the first Poems and Ballads there 1s
much about the passing of love, and the call of the poppied sleep. The de-
sire of a youth to die and be extinguished is expressed to perfection in the
Garden of Proserpine, and 1t 15 heard, more rhetorically yet 1n 1ts fullest
force, mn Ihicet,

Swinburne poured out lavishly his eulogies of the hving and memonial
verses to the dead. The lyrics addressed to Landor and Mazzim and the

i
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Aderux @ Mary Stuart are plan, concise, and severe, also the sonnet of
Cardinal Newman, a salute of honour from the camp of the pagans Among
the sonnets to the old dramatists the most distinet and happy are those to
Beaumont and Fletcher and ro John Day A few verses in the grand style,
welcome and 2ruculate amid the whirl of sound, can be picked our from
the first ode to Victor Hugo and from the elegy on Baudelaire

Many of Swinburne's passions may be called bterary, bur tus love for
wild English nature and for the sea 1s personal and physical The Forsaken
Garden and Winter in Northumberland, though never definite in drawmg,
give the very atmosphere of the place and weather In the Lake of Gaube
he records his own raptures as a swunmer The sea 1s hymned in the finale
of Tristram of Lyonesse, as Love 1s 1n the still greater overture The great
stary, we may fear, 15 almost washed away 1n the rorrent of words But mn
the Tale of Balen the *golden moorland side’ and the ‘nioting rapids of the

Tyne' are the serung for a clear narranve that ndes on gallantly, the poet,
as he says,

Reming my rhymes into buoyant order
Through homed leagues of the northland border

It nides om, with the shadow cast before 1t, to the mnocent mutual fratncide
of Balen and Balan

I have said nothing of the amorous element 1 the first Poerss and Ballads
that flurtered the public of the day, of ‘Faustine, Fragoletta, Dolores’, and
of the snake-eyed, sea-green-eyed, and also cat-cyed, Félise These poems
are sincere, headlong, wonderful of course in rhythm, and finally a Litle
absurd, mtended, 10 part, to curdle the blood of the bourgeors In any case,
Swinburne put all thus belund hum, as he tells us wn the Prelude to Somgs
Before Sumrise There 1s great poetry in that Prelude, and also, surely, in
the Pilgrims, where the ‘lady of love’ 15 now humanity utself, marching on
to 165 1deal goal through willing seif-sacrifice The volume 15 inspired by
the polical visions of Mazzmu and the recent hiberation of Taly, and
among the Irallan poems A Marching Song and Stema are pre-eminent
Hertha s a lofty lyncal celebration, loose enough n its thinlang, of the
umversal life-force a lond of lay pantheism The Hymmn of Man and Befare
a Crucifix are powerful tirades, the hnes o Walr Whitsnan i Amernica
have some of the rhythm of the Atlantic Swinburne has no very distinct
creed, hus early nihilism gives way to a more aspiring and hopeful temper,
and the transcendental strain of Songs Before Sunrise never entirely leaves
him *

The two methods compared

Even if we allow for the fact that Professor Elton’s discussion 1s part
of a history of Enghsh poetry while Eliot’s 1s an indinidual essay on
4 Reprinted by permussion of G Bell & Sons, Ltd.



From Appreciation to Analysis 295§

Swinburne, so that the former had to be more comprehensive n s
survey of the poet’s work than the latter needed to be, we cannot help
bemng struck by 'the looser texture of Professor Elron's remarks He
mazkes many of the same pomts that Eliot makes, but 15 content to
note them generally, from the pomnt of view of the effect on the reader
rather than of what actually goes on n the poetry i order to achieve
that effect Elton notes “a waste of words,” while Ehot explamns with
analytic precision how Swinburne dwelt mn a self-contammed world of
words, not of objects, and by appropriate comparnisons and contrasts
shows the special nature of Swinburne’s case Elton mentions “a cer-
tain electrical quality that time cannot alter,” but Eltot avoids such
general and abstracr descriptions, and after his admussion of the effec-
tiveness of certan lines he notes what happens if you transpose the
mmages m them Elron uses phrases like “a glory of passionate sound,”
“verses in the grand style,” “the desire of a youth to die 15 ex-
pressed to perfection,” “there 1s great poetry in that Prelude,” and
sometimes moves away from assessment of value altogether in such
descriptions as “In the Lake of Gaube he records his own raptures as
2 swimmer,” or “The sea 15 hymned n the finale of Tristram of
Lyonesse,” but Ehot sticks throughout to his single task, that of ex-
plaming, by a careful analysis illustrated by illuminating contrasts
from apparently similar but actually different kinds of poem, exactly
what 1t 1s that goes on i Swinburne’s verse and what kind of achieve-
ment 1t represents Elton s not uncritical “The great story, we may
fear, 1s almost washed away n the torrent of words” 1s a vahd pomnt
agamnst Swinburne But Eliot examines carefully the question whether
Swinburne’s diffuseness 15 matter for prase or for blame, balancing
something of both, showing that while “diffuseness 15 one of his
glones” and of the very essence of his kind of poetry it is nevertheless
“the word that gives hum the thrill, not the object,” and though this
1s a fault 1t has nothing to do with the kind of badness of those poets
who “dwell partly 1n a world of objects and partly m a world of
words " In short, Ehot dluminates by making muluple disuncrions,
Elton by talking of the general effect Swinburne’s poems have on
the reader.

Elot’s method, with s rigorous concern for the literary process,
for the devices which go to achieve the licerary effect, 1s symptomatic
of an increasing amount of modern criticism from the 19208 onward.
The revolt aganst mmpressionism, autobiography, general discourse
concentranng on the effect of the work on the cntic, as well as
agamst the eclectuc nungling of scholarship and “appreciation,” was



296 Practical Criticism

»ne of the features of the second quarter of the present century, and it
sroduced ever more rigorous analytic techmques

PIDIIDIIDIIIDII0»>

Ehot and Elton on Swmburne

]

[t 15 easter to compare the two techmiques discussed in the foregomng
chapter f we apply them to a given poem Consider, for example,
“The Garden of Proserpine,” printed below Professor Elton says
of 1t that here “the desire of a youth to die and be extinguished
is expressed to perfection ” Is this in fact the theme of the poem?
What ¢clements in the poem do you consider Professor Elton had n
mmnd when he used the phrase “expressed to perfection,” Consider
Swinburne’s use of adjectives i this poem (dead winds, spent waves,
blown buds, barren flowers, frustless fields, calm leaves, dead years,
disastrous things, old loves, wearier wings, dead dreams, blind buds,
dead men, weariest river, wintry leaves, eternal rught) Do they con-
tribute to the perfection of expression Professor Elton sees mn the
poem, or do they bear out Eliot’s remark the meaning s merely
the hallucination of meaning, because language, uprooted, has adapted
uself to an independent hfe of armospheric nounshment In Swin-
burne, for example, we see the word ‘weary’ flourishing in this way
mdependent of the particular and actual wearmess of flesh or spirit”?
How do the rhythm and the rhyme implement the meaning of the
words® Is 1t true that Swinburne “uses the most general word, be-
cause his emotion 1s never parnicular, never i direct lne of vision,
never focussed ™

A modern poet, very different mdeed from Swinburne but on a
superficial view perhaps possessing some of Swinburne’s kind of
feeling for words, 1s Dylan Thomas It would be an interesting exer-
cise to write both an “Eliot” and an “Elton” type of criticism of
Thomas, with special reference to, say, “Vision and Prayer ”

THE GARDEN OF FROSERPINE

Here, where the world 1s quset,
Here, where all trouble seems

Dead winds’ and spent waves’ riot
In doubtful dreams of dreams,
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I watch the green field growing

For reaping folk and sowng,

For harvest-time and mowng,
A sleepy world of streams

I am ured of tears and laughter,
And men that laugh and weep,
Of what may come hereafrer
For men that sow to reap
I am weary of days and hours,
Blown buds of barren flowers,
Desires and dreams and powers
And everythrig but sleep

Here life has death for neighbour,
And far from eye or ear

Wan waves and wet winds labour,
‘Weak ships and spirits steer,

They drive adiaft, and whither

They wot not who make chicher,

But no such winds blow hither,
And no such things grow here

No growth of moor or coppice,
No heather-flower or vine,
But biocomless buds of poppes,
Green grapes of Proserpine,
Pale beds of blowing rushes
Where no leaf blooms or blushes
Save this whereout she crushes
For dead men deadly wine

Pale, without name or number,

In frurless fields of corn,
They bow themselves and slumber
All mght till light 15 born,

And hike a soul belared,
In hell and heaven unmated,
By cloud and mst abated
Comes out of darkness morn

Though one were strong as seven,
He too with death shall dwell,
Nor wake with wings in heaven,
Nor weep for pains in hell,
Though one were fair as roses,
His beauty clouds and cleses,
And well though love reposes,
In the end 1t 1s not well

Pale, heyond porch and portal,

Crowned with calmn leaves, she stands

297
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‘Who gathers all things mortal
‘With cold immortal hands,

Her languid Lips are sweerter

Than love’s who fears to greet her

To men that mix and meet her
From many times and lands

She wats for each and other,
She waits for all men born,
Forgers the earth her mother,
The Life of fruts and corn,
And spring and seed and swallow
Take wmg for her and follow
‘Where summer song rings hollow
And flowers are put to scorn

There go the loves that wicher,
The old loves with wearier wings,
And all dead years draw thither,
And all disastrous things,
Dead dreams of days forsaken,
Blind buds that snows have shaken,
Wild leaves that winds have taken
Red strays of rumned springs

‘We are not sure of sorrow,

And joy was never sure,
Today will die tomorrow,

Time stoops to no man’s lure,
And love, grown faint and frecful,
With Lips but half regrecful
Sighs, and with eyes forgetful

Weeps that no loves endure

From too much love of hving,
From hope and fear set free,

We thank with brief thanksgiving
‘Whatever gods may be

That no life lives for ever,

That dead men rise up never,

That even the weariest river
Winds somewhere safe to sea

Then star nor sun shall waken,
Nor any change of hght
Nor sound of water shaken,
Nor any sound or sight
Neor wintry leaves nor vernal,
Nor days nor things dwrnal,
Only the sleep evernal
In an evernal nughe.



From Appreciation to Analysis 299

T'he close critic

¥

The best and most characteristic modern criticisin prefers to deal with
an individual work rather than with a writer’s achievement as a whole,
and this helps to explan the difference mn tone and method between
Elton and Eliot on Swinburne, Elot, even when he makes generahiza-
tions, nearly always has a specific poem in mind The procedure of
the modern close critic has been well defined by F R Leavis “The
crnne’s aum 15, first, to realize as sensitively and completely as pos-
sible this or that which claims his actention, and a certain valuing 15
mmpheit i the realizing  As he matures in experience of the new thing
he asks, exphatly and implicitly  “Where does this come from® How
does 1t stand m relation to > How relatively mmportant does it
seem?’ The business of the hiterary critic 1s to attan a peculiar
completeness of response and to observe a peculiarly strict relevance
m developing his response into commentary, he must be on his guard
agamst abstracung umproperly from what 15 mn front of him and
agamnst any premature or irrelevant generalizing—of it or from it His
first concern 1s to enter nto possession of the given poem (let us say)
i 1ts concrete fullness, and his constant concern 15 never to lose his
completeness of possession, but rather to increase it In making value-
judgments (and judgments as to sigmficance} impheitly or ex-
plicicly, he does so out of that completeness of possession and with that
fullness of response He doesn't ask, ‘How does this accord with these
specificauions of goodness 1 poetry?’, he amms to make fully conscious
and articulate the immediate sense of value that ‘places’ the poem”
(“Laterary Criticism and Philosophy a Reply ” Scrunmny, Vol VI,
no 1, 1937 This was a reply by Dr Leavis to an article by René Wel-
lek which had appeared n the previous number of Seruzmy The ex-
change 1s of the greatest interest both arucles are reprinted an The In.
portance of Serutiny, edired by Enic Bentley, 1948 )

Some examples

The reader will find it helpful to compare the methods and ap-
proaches of different modern critics handhing simular subjects Here are
some suggestions

Three general discussions of a poet R P Blackmur, “The Method
of Marianne Moore,” chapter 13 of Language as Gesture, 1953, Mor-
ton D. Zabel, “A Luteralist of the Imagination,” an essay on Maranne
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Moore reprinted from The New Republic and Poetry m Professor
Zabel's useful anthology, Literary Opimion in America, second edition,
1951, Kenneth Burke, “Motives and Motfs in the Poetry of Marianne
Moore,” Appendix C of 4 Granvmar of Motives, 1945

Four discussions of the character of a writer T. S Elot, “Rudyard
Kipling,” mntroduction to A Choice of Kiphng's Verse made by T S
Eliot, 1943, Bonis Ford, “A Case for Kapling?®” reprinted from Scru-
tiny . The Importance of Scrutmy, Enc Bentley ed, 1948, Lionel
Triliing, “Kiphng,” reprinted from The Nation n The Liberal nag:-
nation, 1950, Edmund Wilson, *The Kipling that Nobody Reads,”
m The Wound and the Bow, 1941

Three discussions of a poem C M Bowra, “Ode on a Grecian
Um,” chapter VI of The Romantic lmagmation, 1949, Kenneth
Burke, “Symbolic Action i 2 Poem by Keats,” Appendix A of 4
Grammar of Motrves, ¥ 'W Bateson, “The Quickest Way out of
Manchester Four Romantic Odes,” chapter X1, Section IV of Eng-
Iish Poetry, A Critical Introduction

Two discussions of a poem Cleanth Brooks on Yeats’ “Byzan-
tium,” pages 193-200 of Modern Poetry and the Tradiion, 1939,
David Daiches on “Byzantium,” pages 733-735 of Poems m English,
editors Daiches and Charvat, 1950 See also Brooks on Eliot’s “The
Waste Land” (op cxr, pages 138-172) and Bowra’s discussion of
the same poem i hus book, The Creatrve Expersment, 1949, pages
159-188

Collecnions of essays by different critics on the same poet are espe-
cually helpful to the student interested 1n comparing different critical
methods. T S. Elwt, A Selected Critique, edired by Leonard Unger,
1948, and The Permanence of Yeats, edited by James Hall and Martin
Steinmann, rgso, will be found very useful for this purpose

It 15 also dlununaning to try to establish a correlation between the
practice of a poet or novelist 1 his creative wnting and his crinical
method and approach An obvious case here s T S Eliot, whose
poetry and cnucism have been equally nfluential Another s D H»
Lawrence, whose essays on American hterature (Studies m Classic
American Literature, reprinted n 1953 by Doubleday in a convenent
inexpensive ediion) show the same fierce imagnative power and the
same attitude to personal relanons that we find in his novels Lawrence
is an especally mteresung case of the arust as crinie, for s critcism,

unlike Elots, springs from the same faculties as those which produced
hus novels,
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15

E NOTED, 1n chapter 10, how many modern
critics have been concerned to lay their finger on the umquely poetic
way of handling language, and how as a result they have come to see
in complexity, in wrony, and 1n paradox the special qualities of poetic
discourse

Practical results of stressmmg the umqueness of
poetic use of language

The effects of this view of poetry can be seen clearly in practical
ermicism  (for example, i Cleanth Brooks’ discussion of Words-
worth’s sonnet quoted on page 163) the cnic will concentrate
on demonstrating the existence of those qualiies which for hum con-
stitute the differentiating quahties of poetry, and m some degree of
imagmative hterature 1 general. This remforces that tendency to
substrtute for general apprecrative criticism a close analytical descrip-
tion of a particular work discussed m the previous section To sdlustrate
the various kinds of analytic closeness with which texts can be read
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would require a large anthology 1 iself Such crincism 18 nevstably
detaled and therefore lengthy It can concern itself with interrelations
of meanng of the most subtle kind, with the minutest elements of
structure, with oblique suggestions and overtones which even the
reader thoroughly famibar with the work n questton may never have
noticed—and sometimes which can only be read into the work by n-
genious special pleading Though the charge of over-ingenuity has
sornetimes been brought against these critics, 1t can at least be said of
thesr method that 1t requires intellgence, patience, and thoroughness
As Dr Jobnson said of the metaphysical poets “To write on their plan,
1t was at least necessary to read and think ”

Is analytic criticism normative as well
as descriptive?

To what extent, 1t imght be asked, 1s this close analyuc criticism nor-
mative as well as descriptive? Does 1t, that 15 to say, demonstrate how
good a work s, or does 1t merely tell us what 1s 1n the work? To admat
that this eritical method has provided us with a more rigorous tech-
mique of description 1s far from claiming that it satisfies the modern
demand for a more scientific assessment of value The answer to this
question 15 twofold First, if complevty, wrony, paradox, and the other
qualities seen as the differentiating quahities of poeuc discourse by such
criies as Brooks do represenc the criteria of poetry, then the demon-
stration that wrony, paradox, etc, exist in the poem 15 demonstration
that 1t 1s true poetry But does that mean the more jrony and paradox,
the greater the poem? Or sumply that if these quahues are shown to be
effectively working in the poem, then the poem 1s a true poem and
questions of greater or lesser are beside the pont® The latter 1s the
more widely-held view, and probably the more consistent one It 1s
therefore not surprising that, while the critics who employ this
method can ofren brillantly demonstrate whether a work s a true
poem or not—an ode of Keats being a true poem, while Joyce Kilmer’s
“Trees” 15 not—they tend to deprecate the use of comparison as be-
tween good poems and are not mchned to arrange poems into a “good,
better, and best” order. A poem (and the same goes for other kinds
of literature) 15 ether admitted into the canon, as it were, or 1t is not
Those admitted have all an equal status and are not hkely to be ar-
ranged 1n an order of menit It would not be true to say that all modern
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analytic crinics take this position, but the practice of the majonity of
them does seem to conform to 1.t

The second ahswer to the question whether this cniticism can be
normative as well as descriptive 1s that a work susceptible of this kind
of treatment must be a true work of hirerature The careful probing of
meanings, the picking out of suggestions and countersuggestions play-
ng agamnst each other to weave a rich complex of meaning, can only be
apphed to an effective work Value is demonstrated by the degree to
which the work lends itself to this kind of treatment Whether this
means that the enitic must have made up his mind about the quahty of
a work before he proceeds to demonstrate 1t, or even that he must feel
that 1t 15 good before he tries to find ont whether 1t 1s good, 1s arguable
It might be claimed that with sufficient ingenuity, complexity and
paradox can be read into anything (W H Auden has seen rich pro-
fundities in “The Hunting of the Snark™ and an rome commentary
on a theory of Kirkegaard in Lear’s hmerick, “There was an old man
of Whitehaven™), and that therefore their discovery cannot mn itself
mean anything very much, the criic must first know that they are
objectively discoverable Thus 1s perhaps to press a pomnt too far The
modern analync critic 1s generally content to describe the work under
consideration with moere minute a2ccuracy, with greater subtlety and
penetration, than those crniics who prefer to discuss the work n
general terms of its effect on themselves, they leave 1t to the reader to
make up his mind about the degree of ment, therr own concern being
to make sure that the reader first reads 1t properly

Empson and multiple meanmng

One of the pioneers mn this close analytic eriticism, with special refer-
ence to the possibilities of the meaming of words, 1s Willlam Empson,
apupil of I A Richards who developed Richards’ concern with mean-
ing nto a special kind of descriptive techmque, which has had great
mfluence both in Britain and America His Seven Types of Ambigusty
(1930) explored different kinds of muluple meanings, and s Some
Versions of Pastoral (1935, reprinted in America as English Pastoral
Poetry, 1938) appled this concern with muluple meaning m cnitical

1Perhaps another factor enters mto these critics’ reluctance to make comparative
yudgments, namely the awareness that 1t 15 form which makes 3 work poetry,
though more than form which makes it greater or lesser poetry Their tools are
swred for the deternunanon of the first, not the second
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discussion of a number of different works Consider the following ex-
tract from his discussion of Andrew Marvell's poem “The Garden”

The chief pont of the poem 15 to contrast and reconcile conscious and
unconscious states, intuttive and intellectual modes of apprehension, and
yet that distinction 1s never made, perhaps could not have been made, his
thought 1s implied by his metaphors The Oxford edwion notes bring
out a crucial double meanung (so that this ar least 1s not my own fancy) n
the most analytic statement of the poem, about the Mind--

Anmtulating al} that’s made
To a green thought n 4 green shade

Either “reducing the whole material world to nothing matenal, 7¢ to a
green thought,” or “considering the matenial world as of no value compared
to a green thought”, either contemplating everything or shutting every-
thing out This combines the 1dea of the conscious mind, including every-
thing because understanding st, and that of the unconscious ansmal nature,
includmg everything because m harmony with 1t Evidendy the object of
such a fundamental contradiction (seen in the etymology turming all 24
nibyl, to nothing, and to a thought) 1s to deny 1ts reality, the point 1s not
that these two are essentially dafferene but that they must cease to be differ-
ent so far as either 1s to be known So far as he has aclueved hus state of
ecstasy he combines them, he 15 “neither conscious nor not conscious,” hike
the seventh Buddhsst stare of enlightenment Thus gives its pont, I think, to
the other ambiguity, clear from the context, as to whether the 4/l con-
sidered was #ade mn the mind of the author or the Creator, to so pecularly
“creative” a knower there 15 Little difference between the two Here as
usual with “profound” remarks the strength of the thing 1s to combine
unusually intellectual with wnusually pnimitive 1deas, thought about the
conditions of knowledge with a magical 1dea that the adept controls the
external world by thought

Nature when terrible 1s no theme of Marvell’s, and he gets this note of
triumph rather from using nature when peaceful to control the world of
man

How safe, methinks, and strong, behind
These Trees have I encamp’d my Mind,
Where Beauty, aiming ar the Hearr,
Bends 1o some Tree s useless Darr,
And where the World no certain Shot
Can male, or me 1t toucheth not

But I on it securely play,

And gaul 1ts Horsemen all the Day
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The masculine energy of the last couplet 15 balanced immediately by an
acceptance of Nature more masochist than passive, in which he becomes
Christ with both the nails and the thorns  (Appleton House, Ixxv1 )

Bind me ye Woodbies in your 'rwines,
Curle me about ye gadding Vimes,

And Oh so close your Circles lace,
That I may never leave this Place

But, lest your fetters prove too weak,
Ere I your Sitken Bondage brezk,

Do you, O Brambles, chain me too,
And courteous Brears naill me through

He does not deify humself more actively, and in any case the theme of the
Garden s a repose

How vainly men themselves amaze

To win the Palin, or Oke, or Bayes,
And their uncessant Labours see
Crown'd from some single Herb or Tree
Whose short and narrow verged Shade
Does prudently their Toyles upbraid,
Whle all Flow'rs and all Trees do close
To weave the Garlands of repose

Thus first verse comes nearest to staiing what seems the essenuial disune-
tion, with that berween powers inherent and power worked out in prac-
ice, bewng a general and fecling one could be, 1n this 1deal case, so the wit
of the thing clams, the power to have been a general 15 already satisfied in
the garden “Unemployment” 15 too pamnfuland normal even in the fullest
Iife for such a theme to be trrvial Bur self-knowledge 15 possible m such a
state so far as the unruly impulses are digested, ordered, made transparent,
not by their being known, at the tume, as unruly Consciousness no longer
makes an 1mportant disnnction, the impulses, smee they must be balanced
already, neither need 1t to put them nght nor are put wrong by the way
it forces across their boundanes They let themselves be known because
they are not altered by being known, because their principle of mdeter-
mimacy oo longer acts This rdea 15 important for all the versions of pas-
toral, for the pastoral figure 1s always ready to be the critic, he not only
includes everything but may in some unexpected way know it

Another range of his knowledge might be mentioned here 1am not sure
what arrangementof flower-beds is described 1n the last verse, but 1t seems
clear that the sun goes through the “zodiac” of flowers m one day, and
that the bees too, 1n gomg from one bed to another, reminding us of the
labours of the first verse, pass all summer n a day. They compute their
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time as well as we in that though their ltves are shorter they too contract
all expersence into 1t, and this makes cthe poet watch over large periods of
time a5 well as space So far he becomes Nature, he becomes permanent It
15 a graceful finale to the all-in-one theme, but not, I think, very important,
the crisis of the poem 15 1 the middle

Once you accept the Oxford editron’s note you may as well apply it to
the whole verse

Meanwhile the Mind, from pleasure less,
Withdraws inro 1ts happiness,

The Mind, that Ocean where each lund
Does streight 1ts own resemblance find,
Yet 1t creates, transcending these,

Far other worlds, and other Seas,
Anmhilaang

From pleasure less Father “from the lesseing of pleasure”—"‘we are
queet i the country, but our dullness gives a sober and self-knowing hap-
pmess, more mtellectual than that of the oversumulated pleasures of the
town” or “made less by this pleasure”—"The pleasures of the country give
a repose and intellecrual release which make me less intellectual, make my
mund less worrymg and mntrospective ” This 15 the same puzzle as to the
consciousness of the thought, the ambiguity gives two meanings to plea-
sure, corresponding to his Puritan ambivalence abour 1t, and to the opposi-
tion between pleasure and happiness Happrness, again, names a conscious
state, and yet ivolves the 1dea of things falling right, happerung so, no
being ordered by an anxiety of the conscious reason (So that as a rule st 1s
a weak word, 1t 1s by seeming to look at 1t hard and bring out 1ts implica-
tions that the verse here makes 1t act as 4 strong one )

The same doubt gives all their grandeur to the next lines The sea 1f calm
reflects everything near 1t, the mind as knower 15 a conscious mirror Some-
where mn the sea are sea-lions and -horses and everything else, though they
are different from land ones, the unconsciousness is unplumbed and path-
less, and there 15 no msunct so strange among the beasts that 1t lacks its fan-
tastic echo in the mind In the first version thoughts are shadows, in the
second (like the greem thought) they are as sohid as whar they image, and
yet they still correspond to something in the outer world, so that the poet’s
intwition 1s comparable to pure knowledge This metaphor may reflect
back so that withdrews means the tide going down, the mund 1s less now,
but will return, and 1t 1s now that one can see the rock-pocls On the
Frenduan view of an Ocean, withdraws would make this repose 1n Nature
a return to the womb, anyway it may mean either “withdraws into self-
contemplation” or “withdraws altogether, 1nto 1ts mysterious processes of
digestion.” Stresght may mean “packed together,” m the microcosm, or “at
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once”, the beasts see their reflection (perhaps the root idea of the meta-
phor) as soon as they look for it, the calm of Nature gives the poet an 1m-
mediate self-knowledge But we have already had two entranemngly watty
verses about the subhimation of sexual desire 1into a taste for Nature (I
should not say that this theme was the main emononal drive behind the
poem, but 1c takes up a large part of its overt thought), and the kmds look
for their resemblance, 1 pracuice, out of a desire for creation, 1n the muind,
at this fertile nme for the poet, they can find 1t “at once,” being “packed
together ” The transition from the beast and 1ts reflection to the two par-
ing beasts implies a transition from the correspondences of thought with
fact to those of thought with thought, to find which 15 to be creative, there
1s necessarily here a suggestion of rising from one “Jevel” of rhought ro
another, and i the next couplet not only does the mind transcend the
world 1t mirrors, but a sea, to which 1t 15 parallel, transcends both land and
sea t00, which implies self-consciousness and all the antinomies of philos-
ophy Whether or not you give transcendent the technical sense “pred-
cable of all categories” makes no great difference, 1n including every-
thing in itself the mind includes as a detal reself and all its inclusions And
1t 15 true that the sea reflects the other worlds of the stars, Donne’s mera-
phor of the globe 15 1n the background Yet even here the double meaning
15 not lost, all land-beasts have their sea-beasts, but the sea also has the
kraken, in the depths as well as the transcendence of the mind are things
stranger than ali the kinds of the world

Miss M C Bradbrook has pointed out to me that the next verse, while
less trsumphant, gives the process a more firmly rehgious mterpretation

Here at the Founrains shding foor,

Or by some Fruit-trees mossy root,
Casting the Bodies Vest aside,

My Soul into the boughs does glde,
There hike a Bird 1t sits, and sings,

Then whets, and combs 11s silver Wings,
And, vl prepar’d for longer fhghr,
Waves 1n 1ts Plumes the various Light

The bird 1s the dove of the Holy Spint and carmes a suggestion of the
rambow of the covenant By becoming inherent 1n everything he becomes
a soul not pantheist but clearly abave and apart from the world even while
stll iving 1 1t Yet the paradoxes are sull firmly mantained here, and the
soul 15 as solid as the green thought The next verse returns naturally and
sull with exultation to the jokes m favour of sohitude agamst women

Green takes on great weight here, as Muss Sackville West pomted out,
because it has been a pet word of Marvell's before

Grass indeed comes to be taken for granted as the symbol of pastoral
humility
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Unhappy Birds' what does 1t boot
To bwld below the Grasses” Root,
When Lowness 15 unsafe as Highe,
And Chance o’er takes what scapeth Speghr?

It 15 2 humility of Nature from whtch she 1s still higher than man, so that
the grasshoppers preach to hum from theswr pinnacles

And now to the Abyss I pass

Of that unfathomable Grass,

Where men hike Grashoppers appear,
But Grashoppers are Gyants there,
They, in there squeking Laugh, contermn
Us as we walk more low than them
And, from the Precipices tall

Of the green spire’s, to us do cail

It seems also to be an obscure merit of grass thar it produces “hay,” which
was the name of a country dance, so that humility 1s gatety

With this the golden flcece 1 shear

Of all these Closes ev'ry Year,

And though i Wool more poor than they,
Yet I am richer far in Hay

To nineteenth century taste the only really poetical verse of the poem 1s
the central fifth of the nine, I have been discussing the sixth, whose dra-
matic positon 1s an illustration of 1ts very penetrating theory The first
four are a crescende of wit, on the themes “success or fallure 1s not 1n-
portant, only on the repose that follows the exercise of one’s powers” and
“women, I am pleased to say, are no longer mteresung to me, because na-
ture 158 more beautiful ” One effect of the wit 15 to admut, and se make
charmng, the impertinence of the second of these, which indeed the first
puts in 1ts place, 1t 15 only for a tume, and after effort among human beings,
that he can enjoy solrrude The value of these moments made 1t fitung to
pretend they were eternal, and yet the hightness of his expression of their
sense of power 15 more intelligent, and so more convincing, than Words-
worth's solemmty on the same theme, because 1t does not forger the
opposing forces

‘When we have run our Passions hezt,
Love huther makes his best retreat
The Gods, that mortal beauty chase,
Sull 10 a Tree did end theur race
Apollo hunted Daphbne so,

Only that she mught Laurel grow,
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And Pan did after Syrnx speed,
Not as a Nymph, but for a Reed

The energy and dehight of the concert has been sharpened or keyed up
here till it seems to burst and transform iutself, 1t dissolves in the next verse
into the style of Keats So his observanion of rhe garden might mount to
an ecstasy which disregarded 1t, he seems in this nexe verse to unitate the
process he has described, to enjoy 1 a receptive state the exhilaranon
which an exercise of wit has aclueved But striking as the change of style
15, it 15 unfair to empty the verse of thought and treat it as random descrip-
tion, what happens 15 that he steps back from overt classical conceits to 2
nich and inmitive use of Chnstian imagery When people treat 1t as the
one good “bit” of the poem one does not know whether they have recog-
msed that the Alpha and Omega of the verse are the Apple and the Fall

‘What wond'rous Life in this I lead!
Rupe Apples drop sbout my head,
‘The Lusctous Clusters of the Vine
Upon my Mouth do crush therr Wine,
The Nectaren, and carions Peach,
Inte my hands themselves do reach,
Stumbling on Melons, as I pass,
Insnar’d with Fiow'ss, I fall on Grass

Melon, agan, 15 the Greek for apple, “all flesh 15 grass” and its own
flowers here are the snakes i 1t that stopped Eurydice Mere grapes are at
once the primitive and the innocent wine, the nectar of Eden, and yet the
blood of sacrifice Curious could mean “rich and strange” (Nacure), “im-
proved by care” (art) or “mqusitive” (feeling towards me, since nature
1s a marror, as [ do towards her) All these eatable beauties give themselves
50 as to lose themselves, hike a lover, with a forceful generosity, like a
lover they ensmnare him It s the trrumph of the attempt to impose a sexual
interest upon nature, there need be no more Puritanism 1n this use of sacri-
ficial 1deas than is already inherent in the praise of solitude, and 1t 15 be-
cause fus repose in the orchard hunts at such a vanety of emotions that he
1s contemplatng all that's made Sensthility here repeats what wat said n
the verse before, he tosses into the fantastic treasure-chest of the poem’s
thoughr all the pathos and dignity that Milton was to feel in hus more cele-
brated Garden, and 1t 1s while this 15 going on, we are told in the next verse,
that the mund performs i1ts ambhiguous and memorable werhdrawal For each
of the three central verses he gives a twist to the screw of the microscope
and 1s lving 1n another world . *

TReprinted by permission of W W Norron & Company, Inc and Chatto and
‘Windus Led

x
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Thus 1s probing meaning very deeply, and the reader cannot hope
to make much of such eniticism unless he has the text of the origmal
poem by him and refers to 1t constantly The significance of what
Saintsbury or Professor Elton had to say comes across to the reader
quite satisfactorily without any such reference to the text of the ongi-
nal Modern analytic criticism directs the reader to the text at every
point, and whether the reader agrees with the cntic’s interpretanon
or not he has at least to read the text with the greatest care i order
to follow the discussion, and he cannot disagree without having
formed a closely reasoned opiion of his own

The analytic critic and the hstorical
background

It will be noted, toa, that Empson does not depend on the historical
context for the elucidation of this seventeenth century poem, though
the precise meaning, and many of the overtones of meaning, may m
many cases derive from some sevenreenth century pomnt of view about
man or nature or God, or the relation between these, which has since
gone completely out of fashion Critics hke Rosamond Tuve have
taken issue with Empson on this pomnt and shown how seventeenth
century poets have drawn on a rich tradition of theological and other
1deas and rhetorical devices, and unless we make ourselves farmbhiar
with these no amount of subtle analysis will bring out what 15 really
in the poem Ideally, of course, 1t 1s true that every poem, as a self-
contamned work of art, should be regarded as though 1t were con-
temporary and anonymous, but language 1s far too unstable a medum
for us to be able to do this mn practice Launguage, the medium of
poetry, 15 itself subject to the processes of history, 1t 15 a convention
based on agreement, hike other conventions, and as the convention
changes shifts occur i the meaning, sometunes major and obvious
stufts, sometumes delicate minor ones (the delicate shifts often being
the more important m poetic expression) We have noted in preceding
sections that an awareness of the conventions m which a particular
work of art 1s written 1s necessary for its proper appreciation—is neces-
sary, indeed, before we even know how to read it—and we sometimes
have to turn to historical scholarship before we can know those con-
ventions When we realize that language stself 15 one of the conven-
tions, and that, far from being an absolute and wholly objective
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medium whose precise shades of meanmg and suggestion can be dis-
covered by probing the work sufficiently deeply, 1t 15 2 mediom some
of whose aspects ¢an on occasion only be fully discovered by locking
beyond the work to the tstorical context in which 1t was produced,
we realize one phase of the relatonship berween scholarship and eriti-
cism (a matter which 1s more fully taken up 1n a later chapter) This s
not to say that Empson’s technique 1s not immensely fruiful, or that
the sensitive analysis of the pattern of meaning n a work without re-
gard to historical shifts in meaning 15 not a valuable entical actvity,
but it does mean that this actvity can often be usefully supplemented
by, or effectively employed n comjunction with, historical inquiry
mto systems of thought which help to give nicher or more precise
mpheation to the sigmficance of words used by the poer Of course,
in the case of contemporary works, this question does not arise, or at
Ieast 1t does not arise i precisely that form Clearly, historical scholar-
ship 1s not gomg to aid the analytic critic in discussing a work pro-
duced by a poet of his own uume But there can be differences of con-
vention and tradition even among contemporaries, and the critic who
wishes to see the full mearing of the rehigious overtones in, say, T S.
Elot’s Ash Wednesday requires background mformanon very differ-
ent from that which 1s needed to appreciate adequately the rehgious
terminology of Dylan Thomas

Scope of the analytic method

It 15 perhaps a mustake to talk about the analyuc method as though 1
were a single critical method, 1t 1s an approach, rather than a method,
and though 1t 1s especially common among contemporary crtics, who
are still reacting agamnst the relaxed eclectic crincism of an earher
generation, 1t is to be found mn other periods as well Arstotle, when
he discusses particular examples of Greek plays in hus Poetics, does so
with analytic precision, Dryden’s critique of The Silent Woman 1s 1n
its way analytic, Dr Johnson, in his life of Cowley (in the Lives of the
Poets) analyzes some passages of Donne and others in grear detail,
Coleridge 1s thoroughly analytic 1n much of his practical criticism,
notably 1n his lectures and notes on Shakespeare, and many other ex-
amples could be given It 1s perhaps unfair, too, to single out Empson
as the one critic from whom to dlustrate this approach ® But Empson

3 And, 1t may be added, unfar to quote one of lus more vulnersble preces of
criucism But no other 15 30 self-contuned and suitable for quotation
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deserves the distinction because of his pioneer work i popularizing
this way of approaching a text and because of the thoroughness with
which he employs 1t Other modern crics have produced other
varseties of analytic criticism, sometimes using and sometimes sgnoring
the aids to the discovery of shades of meaning which history can pro-
vide. For all these critics the mdmnidual work 1s the thing, not facts
about the author’s ife or about their own reactions, and their objective
1s to discaver and demonstrate 1ts complexaty and richness of meaning
and the esthetic completeness of 1ts pattern The relation of Interature
to life they tend to take for granted, of course a work of literary art 1s
a kind of illumination of experience, but gque work of art s special
features are its “structure and texture,” its way of orgamizing meaning
mnto a satisfying complex unity

With such an objective, 1t 1s natural that these eritics should con-
centrate on those iterary works where paradoxical handling of 1deas,
the unification of opposites, the deliberate play with wrony and double
meaning, are clearly present, as in the metaphysical poets of the seven-
teenth century and those modern poets who have been influenced by
them The change of taste which began to take place just before the
first world war, a change which ousted the “soft” romantic poetry of
the nineteenth century 1n favor of the more mnteilectual and complh-
cated poetry of Donne and Gerard Manley Hopkins, a change which
18 seen so dramatically n the contrase between the early and the later
poems of W B Yeats and which has mfluenced 1n some degree all
modern poetry—this change was felt equally in crincism and m crea-
tion As poets cultivated complexity, wony, paradox, critics came to
look for these qualities 1 all poetry which could claim to be properly
regarded as such Modern critical practice s closely related to the
techmques of modern poetry

PIPIIIIIIDIIIINIIIND

Some analytic critics

The essay from Empson quoted m this chapter is a farly early and
“pure” form of analytic criticism, open to certam objections for its
tgnonng of any historical aids to the determunation of the con-
temporary meaming of words and phrases and its lack of consideration
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of the poetic tradition within which the poet worked It 1s not Emp-
son’s best piece of practical crincism, but it 1s the one which most
clearly illustrates, the method Better balanced, and better known
m the United States, are the critical analyses of poems which
Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren include i thewr Understand-
ing Poetry (1938 and 1950), a textbook which has had enormous in-
fluence in the way poetry has been raught mn American colleges and
umiversities and which has greatly influenced a whole generation of
students As this work 15 well-known and easily accessible, we have
decrded not to quote an example of analyuc crinesm from it
Brooks and Warren have written a similar texthook on fiction (Un-
derstandmg Fiction, 1943) and Brooks and Heilman have pro-
duced one on drama (Understanding Drama, 1945) Brooks’ The
Well-Wrought Urn Studies m the Structure of Poetry (1947) con-
tans some brilhant analyue crnincism (one might single out, perhaps,
the analysis of Pope’s “Rape of the Lock™) and has established itself
as a classic of this eritical method Agamn, 1t 15, in Amernica, a well-
known and easily accessible work

Critical analysis of a different kind 1s found in the work of Kenneth
Burke, whose discussion of Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn” has al-
ready been referred to The opening paragraphs of this analysis may
give some ndication of his method

We are here set to analyze the “Ode on a Grecian Urn” as a viaticum
that leads, by a series of transformattons, into the oracle, “Beauty 1s truth,
truth beauty ” We shall analyze the Ode “dramatistically,” n terms of
symbolsc action

To consider language as a means of mformation or knowledge 15 to con-
sider 1t epistemologically, semantically, in terms of “science " To consider
1t as a mode of actrion 15 to consider it in terms of “poetry ” For a poem 15
an act, the symbolic act of the poet who made 1t—an act of such a nature

that, in surviving as a structure or object, it enables us as readers to re-
enactitt

Burke's Grammar of Motwes, which contamns his analysis of the
Keats ode, 1s a difficult book, concerned to find a2 way of describing
language and even thought as modes of action Any sort of discourse
about human behavior which 21ms at completeness wathin 1ts context
will have to deal (implicitly or expliently) with five elements, Burke
maintamns, these are what was done (act), when or where 1t was done

4 From Grammar of Motwes, 1945 Repninted by permussion of Prentuce-Hall, Inc
and of Denms Dobson, Ltd
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(scene), who did 1t (agent), how he did 1t (agency), and why (pur-
pose} “We want to mnquire mto the purely mternal relationships
whuch the five terms bear to one another, considening their possibilities
of transformation, their range of permutations and combinations—and
then to see how these various resources figure mn actual statements
about human motives ” (Actually, only the last of Burke’s five terms
refers hiterally to mouve, to “reason why”, but he 1s using the term
to indicate the whole complex of meaning involved in a human acuon )
The result 1s whar mught be called a psychology of rhetoric applied
to the analysis of hterary form

Kenneth Burke’s view of language as symbolic action 15 shared in
some degree by R P Blackmur The openmng essay of Blackmur's
book, Language as Gesture, explamns his position

If there 15 a puzzle in my utle, 1t 15 because, like Sweeney with his ladies
n Elot’s Fragment of an Agom, “I've gotta use words when I talk to you”
The puzzle 15 verbal, somethung we have made ourselves, and may be
solved Language s made of words, and gesture 1s made of motion There
15 one half the puzzle The other haif 15 equally self-evident 1f only because
1t 15 an equally familsar part of the baggage of our thought It s the same
statement put the other way round Words are made of motion, made of
action or response, at whatever rerove, and gesture 1s made of language—
made of the language beneath or beyond or alongside rhe language of
words When the language of words fails we resort to the language of
gesture If we stop there, we stop with the puzzie If we go on, and say
that when the language of words most succeeds 1t becomes gesture 1n 1ts
wards, we shall have solved the verbal puzzle with which we began by
discovering one approach to the central or dead-end mystery of meaning-
ful expression 1n the language of the arts s

Blackmur goes on to explan the difference berween his position
and that of Kenneth Burke Both consider that the language of poetry
may be regarded as symbolic action, but Burke “is predominantly con-
cerned with settng up methods for analyzing the actions as they are
expressed i the symbol,” while Blackmur chooses “to emphasize the
created or dead-end symbol” Burke explores the ways in which
language becomes symbolic, Blackmur tries “to show in a sertes of
varied and progressive examples how the symbol invests the actions in
language with poetic actuality ” He sums up the difference “Mr.
Burke legislates, I would judge, the execative 15 between us ”

5 Copynght 1952 Reprinted by permussion of Harcourt, Brace and Company,
Inc an?iyo Allm&Unw?.nd. Lrd
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Blackmur’s method works especially well with a poet hike Yeats, es-
sentially a poct of gesture, and n cthe analysis of dramatic speeches
The critical analyses to be found 1 Language as Gesture are worth
careful consideration, and the reader nught ask humself what are the
advantages and lunitations of Blackmur’s method, how consistently
he uses that method, and to what kinds of wrinng they are most
appropriate He mught look particularly at the essay on “The Shorter
Poems of Thomas Hardy” and at that on “The Later Poetry of W B
Yeats ” The latter might be compared in method and vocabulary with
Theodore Spencer’s essay of the same title which first appeared mn

The Hound and Horn and 1s reprinted i Zabel's Literary Criticism
m America

Scope of the analytic method

Are some works of lirerature more amenable to close critical analysis
than others® Is there, for example, a relaxed and discursive kind of
poetry to which the analytic ngor appropriate to a discussion of a
“metaphysical” poem would be mappropriate? Or 15 a relaxed and
discursive poem necessarily an mferior poem? What, for example, of
Thomson’s Seasons or Cowper's Task? Or a singmg lynic of Burns?
(The reader mught look ar this writer’s analyses of Burns’ songs 1n
chapter 7 of hus Robert Burns, 1952 ) And to what extent is this tech-
nique applicable to fiction® Might there not be a difference in the size
of the “unit of artfice,” some writers (Hardy, for example) construct-
g their narrative out of farrly rough-hewn blocks of meaning, which
it would be useless for the criic to put under the microscope, and
others (such as James) employing smaller unues of structure which can
be profitably exarmned 1n the closest detail? Such a distmcton might
be made with reference to both poetry and ficuon Can we set (from
this point of view) Chaucer, Spenser, Dr Johnson on the one hand
agamnst (let us say) the author of S Gawamn and the Green Knmght,
Marvell, Hopkins® Or Scott, Dickens, Hardy agamst James, Conrad,
Joyce® The reader might consider whether this distinction 1 accord-
ance with the size of the unit of artifice 1s eritically helpful






PART THREE

Literary Criticism and Related Drsciplines






Intvoduction

THIS SECTION, LIKE PART Two, deals with practical
criicaism, but instead of dealing with methods of assessing the
value of particular works 1t concerns wself with the relation be-
tween crieical evaluation and certain kinds of knowledge which have
no direct bearng on critical judgment but which nevertheless the
practical eritic often has to employ To criticize a work we have to
know 1t to what degree, and under what circumstances, 1s non-
literary knowledge necessary before we can fully “know™ a literary
work? We must of course know the language in which 1t 15 written—
and this 1 wself involves more than mere philological knowledge, as
we shall see, we must know what the work 5, in the sense that we
must have a proper text of 1t before us, not a text marred by misprints
or deliberate tampering If the work was written 1n an earlier age, do
we require to know anything of 1ts historical context? Do we need to
know anything about the life of the author® Do we need to know
the books he read, the kind of society he hved in, the philosophical
assumptions he took for granted? Can the practical criic always do
his job with only critical tools, such as an understanding of structure,
imagery, verse forms, and sinilar matters? And if he needs other tools,
what kind of tools are they, when does he need them, and how are
they to be employed 1n the process of making a purely literary judg-
ment® These are not easy questions to answer, and there 15 wide
divergence among modern crines as to what the night answers should
be. In taking 2 sample of these problems and Mustratng how different
cnitics have handled them while at the same time trying to draw some
general conclustons, we hope to help to clear the air on this whole
question of the relation between criticism and background knowledge






Criticism
and scholarship

ISTORICAL SCHOLARSHiP can be used to discover
the tradiion within which a work of liwerature 15 written and the
standard on which it 1s to be judged, as we have seen That 15 how
Bishop Hurd approached Spenser’s The Faerte Queene and how many
later critics have approached the products of an earhier age We have
noted, too, how history can be used to make allowances for an early
writer, explaining his faults as deriving from the condiions under
which he wrote, from the rudimentary state of craftsmanship in hus age
or something of that sort, and we have discussed the mplications of
such a view, that lizerature, at least n some of its aspects, progresses
and advances m a way comparable to that of the sciences Butr what
exactly 15 the relation between scholarship and critical evaluation?
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Periods and movements

The answer to this question has been i some degree confused in our
time by modern reaction agamnst certam confusions and abuses The
slow patterming of English hiterature into movements, with their pre-
cursors and successors, the isolation of separate periods, each with 1ts
own charactersstics, the plotting of the rise and fall of movements—
Elzabethan and Jacobean, the reaction agamst the metaphysical poets
and the movement toward Dryden and Pope, pre-Romantics pomntng
forward to Romantics who are mn turn followed by Victorians—all
thus had been going on steadily n the work of a host of scholars and
eritics and hustorians, unnl by the end of nineteenth century the “hus-
tory of Enghsh hrerarure” (or of any national literature, for that
matter) was a fairly stereotyped affair of movements and penods, each
lustrated by its own “characteristic” group of writers The stages by
which this patterming was established go back at least to Dryden, with
his view of Chaucer as the peak of medieval English Iterature, fol-
lowed by a slope down and then the ascent through the Tudor poets
to the glories of the Ehzabethan age, followed by another valley and
then the ascent to the “refinement of our numbers” 1n Dryden’s own
time This “peaks and valleys” view of lterary history—which 1t 1s
easy to laugh at but extremely difficult to replace—was modified and
developed throughour the eighteenth and mineteenw centuries, the
common Victorian attitude bemg that, after Shakespeare, the highest
peak of all was that represented by the Romantic movement, which
was a great soaring upward from the valley of eighteenth century
artificialty  Even the striking change in taste which started i the
second decade of the present century, decrymng romantcs like
Shelley and Victorans hke Tennyson and restoring to favor such
poets as Donne and the hitherto vartually unknown Hopkins, did not
at once destroy this historical patterning, but turned it nstde out, as
It were, so that, in biblical phrase, every valley was exalted and every
mountam znd hill made low Eventually critics came to protest against
this division of literature mnto pertods and movements at the expense

of mdividual works of literary art, and m so protesting they naturally
tended to minimize the clauns of history mn favor of “pure” criticism.
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The survey course

It was not only the historical pattermng into movements and influences
that annoyed these critcs, it was also the anecdotal use of the mass
of biographical mformation sbout wmnters which generations of
scholars had by now bult up Laterature, as taught in schools and
colleges, was far too often a confused mixture of movements and anec-
dotes, with the real mndividual qualities of the literary works—surely
the most important thing of all-never senously considered In colleges
the “survey course” n literature tended to consist of general remarks
about the characteristies of periods spiced with scraps of mformation
about the lives of authors, the whole cemented with lists of adjectives
proper to be applied i specific instances The problem of “teaching”,
lirerature—and with the increasing populanty of courses in hterature
the problem became ever more pressing—resulted m the brewing of a
muxture which any reasonably competent teacher could handle Facts
about movements and periods, qualities to be ascribed to individual
authors as tllustrating the movements and periods of which they were
a part, and some biographical anecdores, perhaps some plot summaries
put i at mntervals ta enable students to write about some works as
though they had read them-—this became the standard mixrure, and i
was not conducive to any real view of lirerature In rebelling agamse i,
many modern critics understandably attacked the whole 1dea of a
survey course and pleaded strongly for concentration on particular
authors and on particular works

Rebellion agamst the survey course

The rebellion was understandable enough We may not agree that a
survey course 1n stself 15 a bad thing, we may recogmze the value of
general notions about the chmate of opimon 1 a given period and the
relation of wrters to their age, but most of us will agree that the
run-of -the-mill survey course was an umnspired hodgepodge of no
real value to anybody Literature 1s one of the most difficult of subjects
to teach, and a lowest common denommator of courses {(which s what
the typical survey course came to be) 18 not likely to be nspiring.
So the revolt aganst the survey course, with its nondescript use of
hustory and biogrephy, led i some sort to a revolt agamst hustory and
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biography, or at least to the view that these were not necessary tools
for the criie, whose principal function was to descnbe individual
works munutely and evaluate them on the basis of his description

Effect of the rebellton on critical theory
and practice

The pedagogical result of this revolt (which include the substtution
of “author courses” for “period courses” at so many colleges and umi-
versities and concentration on the analysis of one work 1solated from
any context mstead of the chronological survey of an age) are not so
much our concern here as its effect on crinical theory and practice
Do descrptive and evaluative criticsm suffer by ignoring history
and biography? The answer would seem to be that we need neither
biographical nor historical imformation m order to assess the written
work as 1t exsts, an independent and self-existent work of art, but we
may need such mnformation 1n order to see the work properly before
we begimn to assess it The argument 1s less strong with reference to
biography Though an author’s biography us of the greatest interest
and mmportance for an understanding of how he came to write, for a
study of the psychology of hterary creation (which may loosely be
included in the term critzcrsom bue s clearly not deseriptive or evalua-

tive crimcism), it rarely helps us to see better the work as it ob-
jectively 1s

Even when a work of art contains elements which can be surely 1dent-
fied as biographical, these efements will be so re-arranged and transformed
in a work that they lose all their spectfically personal meaning and become
simply concrete human materal, ntegral elemnents of a2 work

The whole view that art 1s self-expression pure and simple, the transcript
of personal feeling and experiences, 15 demonstrably false Even where
there 15 a close relationshep berween the work of art and the life of an au-
thor, this muse never be construed as mearung that the work of art 15 a
mere copy of ife The biographical approach forgets that a work of art 1s
not simply the embodiment of expenience but always the latest work of art
in a senes of such works, 1t 15 drama, a novel, a poem “determined,” so
far as 1t 15 determined at all, by Licerary tradiuon and convention The bio-
graphical epproach actually obscures a proper comprehension of the liter-
ary process, since it breaks up the order of literary tradition to subsurute
the hife cycle of an individual The biographical approach ignores also
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quite sumple psychological facts A work of art may rather embody the
“dream” of an author than his actual hfe, or 1t may be the “mask,” the “ant1-
self” behind swhich his real person is hiding, or it may be a picture of the
life from which the author wants to escape Furthermore, we must not
forget that the arust may “experience” life differently in terms of hus art
actual experiences are seen with a view to their use in literature and come
to lum already partially shaped by arustic traditions and preconceptions

We must conclude that the biographical interpretation and use of every
work of art needs careful scrutuny and exammination m each case, since the
work of art 15 not a document for biography We must seriously question
Miss Wade's Life of Traherne, which takes every statement of his poems
as hiteral biographical truth, or the many books about the lives of the
Brontes which sumply Lift whole passages from Jane Eyre or Villette There
1s The Life and Eager Death of Ennly Bronte by Virgmia Moore, who
thinks that Emily must have expernienced the passions of Heathcliff, and
there are others who have argued that a woman could not have written
Wuthermg Heights and that the brother, Patrick, must have been the real
author This 15 the cype of argument which has led people to argue that
Shakespeare must have visited Iraly, must have been a lawyer, a soldier, a
teacher, a farmer Ellen Terry gave the crushing reply to all this when she
argued that, by the same critena, Shakespeare st have been a woman

Bur, 1t will be said, such mnstances of pretentious folly do not dispose of
the problem of personality in lirerature We read Dante or Goethe or
Tolstoy and know that there 15 a person behund the work There 15 an
indubitable physiognomical ssmilarity berween the writings of one author
The question mught be asked, however, whether 1t would not be better to
distinguish sharply between the empirical person and the work, which can
be calied “personal” only 1n a metaphorical sense There 1s a quality which
we may cafl “Miltomc” or “Keatsian” in the work of thewr authors But
this quality can be determuned on the basis of the works themselves, while
1t may not be ascertainable upon purely biographical evidence We know
what 15 “Virgihan” or “Shakespearean™ without having any reaily definite
biographical knowledge of the two great poets

Sull, there are connectng links, parallelisms, oblique resemblances,
topsy-turvy nurrors The poet’s work may be a mask, 2 dramatized con-
ventionahization, but 1t 15 frequently a conventionalization of hus own ex-
periences, his own lhife 1f used with a sense of these distinctions, there 15
use tn brographical study First, no doubr, it has exegencal value 1t may
explam a great many allusions or even words in an author’s work, The
biographical framework will else help vs in studymg the most obvious of
all strictly developmental problems mn the hustory of literature~the growth,
matenng, and possible decline of an author’s art Biography also accum-
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ulates the matenals for other questions of hterary history such as the read-
ing of the poet, his personal associations with hiterary men, hus travels, the
landscape and cities he saw and lived i all of them questions which may
throw hight on literary history, 1¢, the tradihon mm which the poet was
placed, the mfluences by which he was shaped, the materials on which
he drew

Whatever the mmportance of biography m these respects, however, 1t
seems dangerous to ascribe to it any real critical importance No biograph-
1cal evidence can change or mfluence critical evaluation The frequently
adduced crirerion of “sincersty” 1s thoroughly false 1f 1t judges hirerature in
terms of brographical truthfulness, correspondence to the author’s exper-
ence or feelings as they are attested by outside evidence Byron’s “Fare
Thee Well ” 15 neither a worse nor a better poem because 1t drama-
tizes the poet’s actual relations with his wife, ner “1s 1t a pity,” as Paul
Elmer More thinks, that the MS shows no traces of the tears which, ac-
cordmg to Thomas Moore's Memorands, fell on 1t The poem exists, the
tears shed or unshed, the personal emounons, are gone and cannot be recon-
structed, nor need they be !

The place of biography and bistory

This 15 a moderate statement of a position with which most modern
critics would probably agree Biography s of Lttle help i evaluating
a hterary work But it must be emphasized that this does not mean
that biography of great writers 1s of iself of little value Biography
may not help us to assess a work, but 1t 1s an interestng and lurminat-
ing study m 1ts own right Intellectual curiosity 1s always fruitful, and
curiosity about the “hves of great men” especially so To the serous
inquirer 1nto literature, no knowledge comes amiss—but that does not
mean that no knowledge 1s irrelevant to evaluation Only very special
kinds of knowledge are relevant to the cntical assessment of a work of
art

What, then, about hustory® We observed m an earlier section that
language wself 15 a phenomenon that mamifests itself 1 history, not
something wholly stable and objective, so that 1t 15 often necessary to
study the 1deas and traditions of an author’s age if we are to see the
work he wrote as 1t really 1s This is not committing what some modern
crinies call the “mtentional fallacy,” of yudging the work by what the

1¥From Theory of Luterature by René Wellek and Ausin Warren, copynght,
3942, 1947, 3045 by Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc and Jonsthon Cape l.ﬂ)
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author mtended 1t to mean, 1t is simply realzing the undoubted truth
that language, as a convention, depends for its proper understanding
on our knowledge of that convention If the word “homely” means
“cosily domestc” 1n England and “ugly” in America, Englsh readers
seeing the word 1n an Amertcan poem, and American readers seeing 1t
1 an English poem, will misunderstand the poem completely without
this background information This 1s a simple and obvious example of
the kind of scholarship necessary before one can see a work for what
1t 15—and one must see it for what 1t 1s before one can hope to be able
to evaluate 1t To someone with no knowledge of Greek, a Greek
poem 1s sumply a series of marks on the paper, whose only “meaning”
would denive from the physical pattern m which the marks were set
out

But Iinguistic knowledge is not historical knowledge, it may be
argued Everybody admuts that you must know the language in which
the work 1s written before you can understand 1t It 15 a question of de-
gree, however The difference between Shakespeare’s Enghsh and our
own speech 1s not as great as that between Chaucer’s language and ours,
and there are any number of intermediate stages Further, language s
not merely the dictionary meaming of words, but thexr whole host of
associations and overtones derving from preconceptions of all kinds,
systems of thought, rhetorical tradiions, and other things which
change 1n time, semeumes much more rapidly than we realize A work
of art, Wellek and Warren point out in the passage quoted above,
“ss drama, a novel, a poem” ‘determined,’ so far as 1t 15 determined at
all, by literary tradinion and convennion ” And literary tradition and
convention are often only recoverable by historical study If we saw
a picture that was meant to be part of a massive series of wall decora-
tions n a church and wrongly thought that it was supposed to hang by
iself in a frame on a drawing-room wall, our evalnation of 1t would
be quite wrong, and what were really 1ts virtues mught be seen by us
as faults and vice versa If we had no knowledge whatever of the con-
vennions of Greek tragedy and approached Sophocles’ Oedipus the
Kimg as though it were a witty farce about sex, we should be m no
position to assess 1t properly Much historical knowledge about the
conventions 1n which earlier works were written is now taken for
granged among educated people, so that they make use of this knowl-
edge without realizing it and often imagine they are making a “pure”
evaluation of an objectively existing work, without reference to any
background information, whereas m fact they are unconsciously
drawing on a considerable amount of such information.
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An unreal controversy

The modern controversy between what is sometimes called the “new
enticism”—which nsists on regarding the hrerary work as an inde-
pendent, self-existent, work of art, to be described, analyzed, and
evaluated without regard to 1ts author’s intention or to any other ex-
trinsic consideratron—and historical criticisin thus centers on the ques-
tion of emphasis and proportion Arguments such as that berween
Professor A S P Woodhouse and Professor Cleanth Brooks® never
really meet one mnsists that to see what the work really 15 we pay at-
tention to the tradition 1 which it was writren, the other says that
what the work really 1s can only be properly evaluated n terms ap-
propriate to 2 work of literary art One must surely agree with both
Yet one cannot resolve the argument by mamtaining that all historical
crticism concerns the recovery of the proper shape and meaning of
the work with reference to elements 1 its historical context which
alone make that shape and meaning recognizable, while “pure” crit1-
cism, having been helped by historical crincism to see the work as 1t
really 1s, takes over and makes an analysis and an assessment of 1t To
regard the historical critic as engaged 1n a necessary “pre-criticism,”
after which he hands over to the “pure” critic to find the esthetic
verdict, 1s to be gulcy of a gross oversimplification i theory and 2
musstatement of cntical practice For the msights of the histoncal
entic are often so mtimately bound up with the narure and significance
of the work as a prece of hiterary art that they cannot but be presented
and developed in a normative context Practical criticism s more
flexsble and more complex in method than any theoretical statement
about 1t 15 likely to be The most frutful and dlurmmnatung kind of
criicism of earhier works often moves freely between historical and
purely esthetic insights, as it does between descriptive and normaaive
comments, and though these can be sorted out and classified if neces-
sary, the sortmg is more mnportant for the student of methodology
than for the student of literature Whenever we deal with the product
of a previous age the sense of the past 1s always with us, if we are
literate at all, and we cannot help drawmng on it and utihzing 1t The
critical implications of this have been expressed by Lionel Trilling

We are creatures of time, we are creatures of the historical sense, not
only as men have always been but in a new way since the nme of Walter

3In PM.L.A, December 1951
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Scott Possibly this may be for the worse, we would perhaps be stronger
if we believed that Now contaned all things, and that we i our barbarian
moment were all that ever had been Wichout the sense of the past we nught
be more certam, less weighed down and apprehensive We mught also be
less generous, and certainly we would be less aware In any case, we have
the sense of the past and must hve with 1t, and by 1.

And we must read our literature by 1t Try as we will, we cannot be
hike Partridge at the play, wholly without the historical sense The leap
of the imagination which an audience makes when 1t responds to Hamlet
1s enormous, and 1t requires a comprehensive, although not necessanly a
highly instrucred, sense of the past

In the New Cnitics’ refusal to take critical account of the hustorieity of a
work there 15, one understands, the impulse to make the work of the past
more immediate and more real, to deny that between Now and Then there
15 any essential difference, the spirte of man being one and continuous But
it 15 only if we are aware of the reahty of the past that we can feel 1t a5
altve and present If, for example, we try ro make Shakespeare hterally con-
temporaneous, we make him monstrous He 1s contemporaneous only 1if we
know how much a man of lus own age he was, he 15 relevant to us only if
we see his distance from us Or to take a poet closer to us 1n actual time,
Wardsworth's Immortahity Ode 1s acceptable to us only when 1t 1s under-
stood to have been written at a cerrain past moment, if 1t had appeared
much later than it did, if 1t were offered to us now s a contemporary work,
we would not admure 1t, and the same 1s true of The Prelude, which of all
waorks of the Romannic Movement 15 closest 1o our present interest In the
pastness of these works lies the assurance of their validity and relevance *

The sense of the past

Not all modern critics would agree with this Some would mamntain
that a work which we would not admire *if it were offered to us now
as @ contemporary work” could nor 1n any real sense be a good work
atall Some would go so far as to deny that “the spirit of man being one
and continuous” 15 a relevant notion at zll, the important thing about
a work of art being 1ts structure of 1deas and images, the complex umity
the creative writer achieves out of hus expression of them, their rela-
tion to the facts of human expenience being incidental, But this latter
15 an extreme position which does not fit the facts of literary apprecia-
tion in any age, for there are few readers and critics who would not
agree that n some way and at some pomt the devices employed by the

8+“The Sense of the Past,” in The Liberal Imagmation, copynght, toso, by
The Viking Press, Inc
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creator of a work of hiterary art reflect upon human experence As to
whether we make Shakespeare “monstrous” if we try to make lum
“hterally contemporaneous,” that would depend on what we mean by
the latter phrase How can we make a writer of a previous age
“hrerally contemporaneous”? By regarding his work as though 1t were
written by 2 contemporary?® It would then be more likely to appear
obscure or extravagant or m some way unsuccessful—or all these things
at once—rather than monstrous When Harley Granville-Barker, 1n his
Prefaces to Shakespeare, drew our attention to the theatnical conven-
tions of Shakespeare’s day, i the hght of which many apparently un-
successful dramatic devices could be seen to be bnlliantly successful,
he was using history to remove obscunity, to clanfy vision, rather than
to correct monstrosity, and the same can be said of those scholars who
have labored to set Shakespeare’s dramatic patterns agamst the pattern
of ideas in his day Again, 1t can be conceded that the duty of the arnst
15 to objectify his matenal in terms of his medwm, so that everything
exsts 1 the work he has created and we can find 1t all our by exarmin-
mg the work, but again 1t must be emphasized that language 1s not
wself a wholly objective or stable medwm, and the subtle and complex
relationships that can exist between language and thought are m
some degree determined by transient conventions and traditions
Nevertheless, Trilling’s pomnt, that the pastness of a work 1s often
part of 1ts meamung and value, 1s an mteresting one The kinds of life
which 2 work of art takes on 1n nme are themselves part of s
meaning, and these accumulated meanings can never be ignored by the
informed reader, whatever critical method he 15 employing They
often condition his response to a work ro a much greater degree than

he imagines, certainly to a greater degree than 1s likely to be made
explicit mn his criticism

Bibliography and criticism

Not all iterary scholarship 1s biographical and historical, and the ques-
tion of the relation of criticssm to scholarship concerns also such mat-
ters as abliography and textual criticism, the study of an author’s
sources, the estabhshment of the chronology of his work, to mention
only a few Here it can more confidently be said that these actnities
are pre-critical rather than criical, they are likely to concern the
estabbishment of the author’s text, a necessary prelmminary to any criti-
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cal evaluation of t What 15 the use of making a careful critical analysis
of, say, Hamlet if the text of the play which we are using contains
alterations, 4dditions, omussions, musprints, and other features for
which Shakespeare was not responsible® It 1s not unknown for critics
to have spent much mgenuity proving the aptness and brilliance of
a phrase which a scholar has later conclusively shown to have been
a misprint Clearly, the establishment of the rext 1s a pre-condition for
critical analysis and evaluation, and the studies of bibliography, pale-
ography and texrual cnincism, which have developed enormously 1n
the present century, are essential servants of criicism Critics may dif-
fer as to whether concern with an author’s itention 1s legitimate or
not, but all would agree that the discovery of what the author wrote,
rather than the perpetuarion of maccurate or even sersously corrupt
texts, 15 of the first importance

Thus 15 not the place to go mto those modern studies which have
contributed so much to the recovery of the text which the author
actually wrote But the cnitic, and the student of criticism, must have
some awarcness of thewr nature and therr importance The textual
criticism of Shakespeare is well worth study, not only because of the
mntrnsic literary value of Shakespeare’s plays, but also because Shake-
speare humself did not supervise the publcation of his plays and the
printed texts we have arc often at a considerable remove from
Shakespeare’s autograph From the eighteenth century on, scholars
have attempted to restore the true reading n passages that appear to be
corrupt, and only gradually did 1t come to be realized that 2 knowl-
edge of Elizabethan handwring, a detaded famihiarity with Eleza-
bethan and Jacobean prinung-house methods, and a techmical under-
standing of contemporary bookmaking are necessary before any
emendation can be made with confidence One must be able to explamn,
i terms of handwriting, the state of the manuscript used as printer’s
copy, the printer’s methods, or some other aspect of the putting
of the written word onto the printed page, exactly how that kind of
error could have been made and why the suggested emendation 15
plausible Early textual crinics (such as Pope, m his edition of Shake-
speare) who simply changed the reading to one which sounded better
to their ear, without making any attempt to show how the error could
have arisen and what the physical conditions were which led to this
particular misprint, produced a host of emendations not now accepted,
and those of them which are now accepted have n many cases later
been accounted for i bibliographical terms.



332 Laterary Criticism and Related Disciplmes

The direct relevance of all this to textual crticism can be seen if
we cite the example of one of the most famous of all Shakespearean
emendations In Act I, scene m of Henry V the hostess described the
death of Falstaff, and her description includes the often quoted phrase
“’a babbled of green fields,” over which crimic after critic has waxed
enthusiastic But m the text of the First Folio of 1623 (the first col-
lected edition of Shakespeare’s plays, and the only real authonty for
the text of this play) the phrase appears as “a Table of greene fields,”
which makes no sense at all This was emended by Lewss Theobald in
his edition of 1733 to read “’a babbled of green fields,” which every
subsequent edition has followed Yet 1t was only 2 happy guess, and
though modern scholarship can show how the words “a babbled of
greene fields” wrtten in Shakespeare’s handwriting might well have
been read by the printer as “a Table of greene ficlds,” this emendanon
18 not as certainly demonstrated to be correct as many less well-known
ones

Bibliography (the study of the processes by which a work 1s trans-
ferred from manuscript to the printed book, and of the whole pro-
cedure of printing and bookmaking) and textual criicism, which so
often depends on bibhographical knowledge, are today highly techm-
cal studies equipped to solve 1n 2 rigorous and scientific manner 2 great
number of problems about the text of lterary works Where, as so
often happens, we have the printed text but not the author’s manu-
script or even the transcript of the author’s manuscript from which
the text was printed (and we have neither one nor the other 1n Shake-
speare’s case) the bibliographer has to try to get behund the printed
text to the manuscript which the printer had before him when he set
up the type. And then he must try to determune the relation between
that manuscript and the author’s autograph text If printers were
always one hundred per cent accurate, the first of these problems
would not exist, but they never have been, and 1n Elzabethan and
Jacobean times especially, the printers of plays were not disnnguished
by any great skull or accuracy

The problem faces us in modern works as well In the first one-
volume American edition of the collected poems of W B Yeats
there are at least half a dozen musprints which completely change the
meaning of the passages in which they occur, and in some cases critics
have actually analyzed the misprinted poems unaware of the errors,
and have jusufied and even praised the mistaken words The print-
ing of “he” as “she” at the end of the second stanza of “Crazy Jane
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on the Day of Judgment” changes the meanmng of the whole poem,
for the poem 15 a dialogue and the misprine transfers a key statement
to the wrdng speaker The second line of “Cuchulain’s Fight with
the Sea,” by some extraordinary shp, has dropped out and n s stead
the sixth line 1s printed this poem 1s also 1n dialogue form and the
result of this misprint—apart from making nonsense of the first stanza
—is to throw every one of the speeches out of gear, giving each to the
wrong speaker Fortunately, these errors can be discovered by the
simple process of comparnng this edition with other editions, but there
are other cases where readings differ and where 1t 15 difficult to tell
whether one 1s wrong and the other nght (and if so, which 15 wrong,
for both may be plausible) or whether the author himself changed
the poemn mn a later edition

Thus even m modern works 1t 1s not enough for the critic to take
the text in frout of hum and proceed to analyze and evaluate it At the
very least, he must compare texts in different editions, and n some
cases he 15 wholly dependent on the careful researches of the expert
bibliographer to tell him which 1s 1n fact his author’s text Someumes
it 18 of pnime importance to know which of several edinons 1s the
first In the case of Shakespeare and other playwrights of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries there was sometimes more than one edition
published in the same year If one of these was printed from the other,
then any features of the second one must derive not from the author
but from the proofreader in the printing house or from the com-
posttor himself But it 15 often extremely difficult to tell which was
the first Here the bibhographer can help For example, W 'W. Greg
showed which was the earhier of two ediions of Beaumont and
Fletcher’s play, The Elder Brother, though both ediions were dated
1637, by noting that in one edition there was a mark produced by an
unproperly adjusted space-lead before the word young, while in the
other the word young was printed with a meaningless apostrophe be-
fore it, "young This single piece of evidence was all that was necessary
to prove the priority of the editton with the mark made by the im-
properly adjusted space-lead this mark had been read as an apostrophe
by the compositor (that 15, the man who actually set the type) of the
second edition There 15 no other explanation of the facts A meanmg-
less apostrophe could not have been read in such a way as to produce
the mark of an mproperly adjusted space-lead! One uny clue thus
provided all the evidence needed to show which was the earher edition
(and therefore the edition closer to the author’s autograph), but only
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a traned bibliographer would have noticed 1t With his knowledge of
which was the earlier ediion, derived from the bibhographer, the
critic can confidently sgnore any variations m the text which appear
only in the second

A more obvious case 1s Marlowe'’s Dr, Faustus Are the feeble comic
scenes a part of Marlowe’s play, to be evaluated as Marlowe’s attempt
at comuc relief? Or are they additions by a later hand® The critic must
know, 1f he 15 to make a proper evaluation of Marlowe’s achievement
The answer to this particular problem is not to be found wholly in
bibliography a variety of scholarly resources must be brought to bear
before even a tentative solution can be suggested Similar problems
of whether portions of a play are really part of the original work or
later addittons by another hand occur with reference to several of
Shakespeare’s plays—Macbeth, for example And here agan the critic
must await the verdict of the scholar

Critical sigmificance of chronology

The question of which edition came first 1s 1important enough, but
the question of which work was produced first 1s even more important,
though n a different way If we had no idea at all of the chronology
of Shakespeare’s plays, for example, and imagined that The Tempest
and The Comedy of Errors were written about the same time, we
should have a very dufferent view of Shakespeare’s genius than we now
have We would not judge the plays differently, perhaps, bur we
would judge uts author differently To compare, as earher critics have
done, T'he Tempest with.A Midsummer Night's Dream as Shake-
speare’s two “fairy plays,” ignoring the fact that The Tempest was his
last work and A Midsummer Night's Dream a fairly early one, 15 to
msconceive completely how Shakespeare’s gentus developed. A
Shakespeare who could produce the Dregm—still more so a Shake-
speare who could preduce the Comedy of Errors—m the final period
of lis maturity must have possessed an mstability of genius and an un-
certanty of taste quite unusual among great writers Further, if we
thought of these works as contemporary--or even as only possibly
contemporary—we would read them differently, as indeed cntics did
before the chronelogy of Shakespeare’s plays was more or less estab-
lished, The kind of scholarshup required to discover, even approxi-
mately, the order 1n which Shakespeare wrote his plays 15 complex
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indeed. Such an mnvestigation requires an adroit use of both mternal
and external evidence—that 15, of references to the plays in works of
known date, and of references in the plays to events of known date,
and the followmg-up of tentative conclusions so reached by plotting
changes 1n style which appear to have occurred between such works as
can now be proved to be early and late, until a rentative curve s
established on which other plays can be placed Historical, biblio-
graphical, biographical, stylistic, philosophical—these are some of the
kinds of ewidence that have to be employed i establishing the
chronology of a writer such as Shakespeare, and here, as m so many
other evercises of scholarship, the critical faculty, the sensitive ear,
and the response to subtle changes m pattern and attirude are also
requured, to supplement and confirm the more objective findings

Requirements of an editor

The sum total of all scholarship which 1s relevant to the lerary critic
15 also relevant to the production of a really good edition of an earher
work As Professor F P Wlson has said of editing an Elizabethan
play “Of course bibliography s not enough To no aspect of Eliza-
bethan hterature, language, or life can an editor aftord to be wndiffer-
ent, and the 1deal editor 1s at once bliographer and cnitic, historian
and antiquary, palaeographer, philologist and philosopher ™ Tt 35 1n
the production of a defimtive edition that the true relationship between
criieism and scholarshup appears The crytic, of course, needs a good
edition, a proper, well-established text, if he 1s to be sure that he 15
really examining the work he thinks he 1s examining Bur more than
that the cnitic 1s needed in the acrual preparaton of the edition, for
there 1s hardly a scholarly question, however scientific or techmeal,
to whose solution esthetic awareness does not contribute something
Theobald’s emendation of “a Table of greene fields” won acceptance
because 1t sounds so r1ght before it was shown to be plausible i terms
of the kind of nusprints printers of the period were likely to make with
handwritmg of the period, and though taste alone 1s far too variable
and unsure a ground for makmg any emendauon, taste, or, if we
prefer a less subjective term, sound Iiterary judgment, must confirm
an emendation made on purely bibliographical grounds If an emenda-

4 “Sh tkc?cnre atid the new Bibliography,” The Bibliographical Soctety 1892-1942,
Studrer 1n Retrospect, London, 1943, page 135



336 Literary Criticism and Related Disciplines

tion makes nonsense, if 1t produces something utterly out of keeping
with the gemus of the author concerned, then the bibliographer must
think again  And the bibhographer himself must be the Lterary critic
whose judgment provides this safeguard In spite of the specialization
of funcrion that has been going on n literary scholarship in the present
century, and in spite of the fact thar some distinguished modern
bibliographers consider themselves scienufic bibliographers and
nothing else, the fact remains that the bibliographer, hike other hrerary
scholars, uses hus purely cntical judgment more often than he some-
times thinks And the great proneers of modern bibliography—-A W
Pollard, R W McKerrow, W W Greg—were literary critcs of taste
and sensibility as well as scholars, to the advantage of both thewr
criticism and their scholarship

DIDIDIIIIIIIDIIDIDD

Shakespearean criticism and scholarship

Modern Shakespearean cnticism offers a rich field for comparison of
different crincal approaches There are those, hke E E Stoll (Art and
Artsfice m Shakespeare, 1933), Levin L Shucking (Character Prob-
lems m Shakespeare’s Plays, 1919, translated 1922), and Murel C
Bradbrook (Themes and Conventions of Elizabethan Tragedy, 1935),
who are concerned to show how Shakespeare worked within the
literary conventions of lus ume the implication 1s that to understand
what Shakespeare was doing 1n hus plays we need some knowledge of
those conventions On the other hand, there 1s 2 eritic such as G Wl-
son Knight, who n four consecutive books (The Wheel of Fire, 1930,
The Impersal Theme, 1931, The Shakespearean Tempest, 1932, and
The Crown of Life, 1947) developed an mterpretation of Shake-
speare’s plays based on the assumptions that each play should be re-
garded “as a visionary umit bound to obey none but 1its own self-im-
posed laws”, that any given mecident or speech 1n a play can be related
“erther to the time sequence of story or the pecuhar atmosphere, in-
tellectual or imagimative, which binds the play”, that attention should
be paid to the poenc symbolism, and that each play should be related
to its place in the sigmificant sequence of the plays written between
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1599 and 1611 (Thus the only external knowledge that Knaght de-
pends on 1s that of the chronological order of the plays) Kmght’s
main mnterest 15 m the pattern of symbolic meanmg woven by the
poetry Sinular in some respects to the criticism of Wilson Kmighr 1
that of L C Kmghts, whose essay “How many Children had Lady
Macbeth®” (1933, reprinted i Explorations, 1946) attacks A C
Bradley’s habit of discussing the characters of plays as real persons
apart from their function within the play But L C Kmghts' Drama
and Society m the Age of Jonson (1937) takes a rather different hine
us subtitle, “a study of the economic and social background of the
early seventeenth century and its bearing on the works of contem-
porary dramatists,” indicates its scope Actually, the study of the
economc and social background is i a separate, introductory section
of the book, and 15 not as closely related to the hiterary crniticism as the
title suggests But the chapters on Ben Jonson analyze the imagery of
Jonson’s dramatic verse with some reference to the underlying eco-
nomic idess, they are a very good example of this kind of crincism
Differences between these critics sometimes represent merely dif-
ference of emphasis, sometunes, agamn, they are fundamental differ-
ences of approach and method Sometimes background knowledge 1s
used to chasten enthusiastic romantic mmsmterpreters of the plays,
someumes to emphasize the degree to which Shakespeare was a child
of his time, sometmes to increase understanding The reader mught
find 1t helpful to ask himself such questions as “To what extent are the
conventions employed by Shakespeare discoverable from the plays
themselves, and how far must one go outside them to discover them?®”
“What are the limuts, if any, of ‘liberty of interpretation’>” “Are there
any cases of 2 play appearing inferior to the reader or playgoer who
lacks special knowledge, and acquirmg new merit m the eyes of those
who have gamed that knowledge?” (The history of the criticssm of
the so-called “problem plays” or “bitter comedies,” espectally Measure
for Measure, 1s. relevant here ) Sometimes scholarship can produce
starthng re-interpretation of the meanmg of a work, e g F 'W Bate-
son’s demonstration, in s English Poetry A Critscal Introduction
(1950), that Blake’s well-known poem, “And did those feet m ancient
time,” sung throughout England as a hymn, was written as an anti-
ecclesiastical manufesto, in prase of free love, and the “dark satamc
milis” have no reference to the Industral Revolution but refer to the
altars of Anglican churches What happens, then, to the poem that
everybody has taken it to be for so long? Has not that a kind of reality
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too® How relevant, anyway, 1s a demonstration of the author’s m-
tention® Can we say that imagery means what 1t appears to say i the
poem, not what some private association of the poet decided?

The personal element

Lyrical poetry, which can be so much more personal 1n mood and
subject matter than other kinds of literature, 1s often subjected to
biographical interpretation Why did Gray feel melancholy in the
country churchyard? Which of Donne’s love poems were written to
his wife? (Grierson disungusshes three strata m Donne’s love poetry,
the cynical, the passionate, and the conventionally Petrarchan, and the
suggestion 15 that the first were written to mistresses, the second to his
wife, and the third as poems of compliment to ladies of higher social
position than the poet Is this distinction entically useful?) How use-
ful, to the reader of the poem as a poem, is such biographical mforma-
tion? Is 1t more relevant i some kinds of poems than in others® Robert
Gattings, 1 John Keats The Lruing Year (1954), presents some very
mteresting new mformation about the circumstances in which Keats
produced the poems he wrote between September 1818 and Seprem-
ber 1819, discovermg hitherto unsuspected sources of inspiration and
suggesting that the “Bright star” sonnet was ongmally written, not to
Fanny Brawne, but to 2 Mrs Isabella Jones This alters our view of
Keats’ life and even in some degree of his mund In what way does it
alter our view of Keats’ poetry® It would be a useful exercise to go
through Gittings’ book and then consider what kinds of knowledge are
bemng presented here, what relevance has this knowledge to literary
cniticism, and whether the information 15 more relevant to the critical
reading of some of Keats’ poems than to others If so, how and why?

But 1t 1s not only lyrical poetry which has been mterpreted bio-
graphically E M W Tillyard, in hus Msitor (1930), treats Paradise
Lost as the record of the poet’s state of mind durning the pertod when
he wrote 1t. This view of the poem was challenged by C S Lewss, and
the controversy between the two critics was published under the
title The Personal Heresy. A Controversy, m 193¢ Lewss argued that
Pargdise Lost was not about Milton’s state of mind, but about Satan,
Adam and Eve, the fall of man, and similar subjects How far this s
a real argument, and how far it 15 a matter of how the critic chooses to
express humself, can perhaps be debated indefinitely The hLterary



Critscism and Scholarship 339

artist has a vision of his material in the light of which he patterns xt
and charges 1t with meaning One could discuss the finlshed work n
terms of the vision (which accounts for the author’s disposition of hus
material) or in terms of the matenal (since the choice of this material
rather than zhat 1s the only true evidence we have--or need”~of the
author’s vision) Is this a question of approaching the same point from
different dsrections® Consider, from this pomnt of view, the possible

directions of approach to Pope’s “Rape of the Lock,” Wordsworth’s
“Prelude,” or Eliot’s *“The Waste Land »



Criticism
and psychology

N EXPLAINING the nature of a work of literary art,

the cnitic 15 often led 1nto ‘psychology, nto 2 discussion of the state
of nund out of wiich Iiterary creation anises

How psychology comes mto critscism

Psychology comes mto cniticism mn two ways, nt this mvestigation of
the act of creation and in the psychological study of particular authors
to show the relation between their attitudes and states of mind and
the special qualines of their work The first, and more general, use of
psychology mn criucism 15 the older and the more widespread. Few
critics have gone far i an investigation of unaginative hiterature as an



Craticssm and Psychology 341

activity without having to deal with psychological factors The critic
who considers literature as a senies of works rather than as an acuvity
on the part of the authors of those works wall not, of course, be led
so reacily to psychology Amstotle, for example, 1s less concerned with
how men come to write tragedies than with what tragedies are. But
Plato, 1n his Jon, 1s m a sense gving a psychological account of hiterary
creation The Romantic critics were particularly mterested mn this
aspect of criticism

This aspect belongs to the descriptive and not to the normative side
of eriicism No amount of psychological nvestigation, exther of the
creative process in general or of the problems of individual authors,
can tell us whether a work 15 good or bad, though the psychological
investigation of individual authors can sometimes help us to see why
those authors displayed certam characterisuc qualities in therr work
(whether those quahities are good or bad can only be decided on a

proper theory of lterary value adequately applied to the works
concerned)

Wordsworth as psychological critic

The use of psychology in criticism 1s, hke the use of sociology, genere
1t helps us to explamn how literature comes mto bemng Naturally, the
conditions of origin of an art have a direct bearing on s nature, and to
many critics the proper defimtion of hterature can only be given by
providing an account of its psychological ongins Thus we find
Wordsworth, in us preface to the 18oo editton of Lyrical Ballads,

beginning his inquiry into the nature of poetry by asking how the
poet operates

Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, let me ask, what 15
meant by the word Poer? What 1s a Poet? To whom does he address him-
self> And what language 15 to be expected from hum?—He 15 2 man speak-
g to men  z man, 1t 15 true, endowed with more lively sensibaliy, 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, a man pleased with his own passions and vohitions, and who re-
joices more than other men in the spirit of life that 15 m him, dehighted to
contemplate stmilar volions and passions as manifested in the goings-on of
the Universe, and habitually impelled to create them where he does not
find them. To these quahties he has added a disposition to be affected more
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than other men by absent things as if they were present, an ability of con-
juring up in himself passions, which are mdeed far from being the same as
those produced by real events, yet (especially in those parts of the general
sympathy which are pleasing and delightful) do more nearly resemble the
passions produced by real events, than anyttung which, from the motions
of their own minds merely, other men are accustomed to feel in themselves
—whence, and from practice, he has acquired a greater readiness and power
mn expressing what he thinks and feels, and especially those thoughts and
feelings which, by his own choice, or from the structure of his own mund,
anse n um without immediate external excitement,

For Wordsworth, the poer differs in degree and not 1 kind from
other men, he has “more hively sensibility, more enthusiasm and ten-
derness” and “‘a greater knowledge of human nature and a more com-
prehensive soul” than his fellows, and the recollection of former
experiences can move lum as though they were sull actually present
From this description of the poet’s state of mnd, of his special psy-
chological qualifications, Wordsworth proceeds to derive his theory
of poetic diction Since the poet 15 2 man speaking to men, responding,
though 1n a more sensitive way, to common human experiences, his
language should not differ substantially from that of real men under-
gowng real experiences “The poet thinks and feels m the spinit of
human passions How, then, can his language differ in any material
degree from that of all other men who feel vinidly and see clearly?”
One need not accept the argument here—indeed, 1t 1s curiously naive,
and ignores the fact that the poet, unlike the ordinary man, is using
language as a medum of artistic expression, the subject matter of an
art does not condition 1ts medwam 1n this simple and literal way—bur
one can see that Wordswarth 1s trymg to derive a normatve notion
from 2 psychological description of the way the poet works And
though psychological description cannot wself be normative, as we
have noted, it can be used as the basis for a normative superstructure,
as 1t were—as [ A Richards used 1t, though he employed a very dif-
ferent kind of psychology.

Later on 1n his essay, when Wordsworth 1s endeavoring to reconcile
s view that poetry should be wnitten 1 the real language of men
with his having written i rhyme and merter, he 15 led agan to a de-
seniption of the process of poetic creation, as a prelmnary to his jusni-
fication of rhyme and meter.

I have said that poetry 1s the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings
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1t takes 1ts origin from emotion recollected in trangquillity the emotion s
contemplated ull, by a species of reaction, the tranquillity gradually disap-
pears, and ani emotien, kindred to that which was before the subject of
contemplation, 15 gradually produced, and does 1tself actually exist i the
mmd In this mood successful composition generally begms, and 1n a mood
similar to this 1t 1s carned on, but the emotion, of whatever kind, and m
whatever degree, from various causes, 15 qualified by various pleasures, so
that mn descnibing any passions whatsoever, which are voluntarly de-
scribed, the mind will, upon the whole, be mn a state of enjoyment

Wordsworth goes on to jusufy the use of rhyme and meter mn
poetry as helping to achieve that “overbalance of pleasure” which s a
charactenstic of the actual poetic expenence We see here, therefore,
psychology used to provide a genetic explanation of poetry—an ex-
planation of how 1t arises in the mind of the poet—and that genenic
explanation 1n turn used to jusnfy a certan kind of poetry There s a
tendency here—common among the Romantics—to define poetry m
terms of the process of poetic crestion To wnte good poetry one
must be in such-and-such a state of mind, such-and-such a kind of
poetry 1s the most adequate reflection of this state of mind, therefore
that kind of poetry 1s the most poetic and the best The argument
mught appear at first sight to be circular, and m a sense it 15, but the
mnteresting thing about it 1s that 1t 15 an attempt to derive normative
judgments from psychological description, and such attempts have
been common in criticism ever since (The reader should compare
with Wordsworth’s argument the arguments of I A Richards as
described on pages 135-142 )

Art and neurosis

Various schools of modern psychology have each had something to say
about the psychological conditions out of which art arses The
Freudians have their view of the relation between art and neuross, the
Jungians have found in works of hterary art archetypal images and
echoes of basic 2nd recurring myths, and there have been any number
of modifications and additions to both kinds of theory The notion that
the artist 15 nevrotic, sick, maladjusted, that art 15 somehow a by-prod-
uct of this sickness and maladjustment, has become unmensely popular
during the last hundred and fifty years, and modern psychology seems
to have justfied it. Edmund Wilson, in his essay “The Wound and
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the Bow” takes Sophocles’ play Philoctetes as an allegory of the artist
Philoctetes was marooned on an island because he suffered from an
evil-smelhng wound, yet his fellow Greeks sought fum out because
they needed his magic bow for the Trojan war The artist pays for
his creative vision by hus sickness, and though society rejects him 1t
nevertheless needs hum because of the healing power of hus art This
view does not derve mevitably from modern psychology, and social
at least as much as psychological factors account for its rse and
popularity The best reply to 1t 1s Lionel Trilling’s essay on “Art and
Neurosis ” Trlhng pomts out that writers are more available o
psychoanalytic explanation than others because they are more articu-
late abour themselves, but if we are to use the abundant material about
themselves which they provide for us to prove that their art denves
from their being in some way mentally sick, we must make the same
assumption about all other kinds of intellectual activity

Tt 15 the basic assumption of psychoanalysis that the acts of every person
are influenced by the forces of the unconscions Scientists, bankers, law-
yers, or surgeons, by reason of the traditions of their professions, practice
concealment and conformity but it 1s difficale to behieve that an 1nvestiga-
non according to psychoanalytical principles would fad ro show thar the
strains and imbalances of their psyche are not of the same frequency as
those of writers, and of simitar kind 1 do not mean that everybody has the
same troubles and 1dentical psyches, but only that there 1s no special cate-
gory for writers

If thus 1s so, and if we still want to relate the writer’s power to his neuro-
15, we must be willing to relate all meellecrual power to neurosis We must
find the roots of Newton's power 1 his emotional extravagances, and the
roots of Darwin's power m his sorely neurotic temperament, and the
roots of Pascal's mathematical gensus m the impulses which drove him to
extreme rebigious masochism—I choose but the classic examples 1f we make
the neurosis-power equwalqnce at all, we must make it in every field of en-
deavor Logicran, economist, botanist, physicist, theologian—no professton
may be so respectable or so remote or so rational as to be exempt from the
psychological mterpretation !

Trilling goes on to argue that not only intellectual success but also
fadure and lumitation should logically be attributed to neurosss, and
since this gives us success, failure, and mediocrity accounted for by
neurosis, “we have most of society involved ” Socicty may well be n-

1Lionel Trlling, op ont
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volved “But with neurosis accounting for so much, 1t cannot be
made exclusively to account for one man’s hterary power ”

Criticismm as analysis of the author

Perhaps more frurtful than general psychological and psychoanalync
theories of the ongm of art are the particular applications to particular
cases True, the older “bio-critical” approach had discussed the psy-
chology of the author concerned and related 1t to the special features
of his work (one can see this 1n almost any volume of the “English
Men of Letters” series, produced for the most part m the lateer part
of the nmeteenth century), but mn a common sense and unsystematic
way The new psychological systems made possible much more me-
thodical approaches One could analyze a particular work and draw
from the analysis inferences about the psychology of its author, one
could take the whole body of an author’s writing and denve from 1t
general conclusions about lus state of nund which could then be ap-
phed to elucrdate particular works One could rake the biography of a
writer, as 1llustrated by the external events of his hfe and by such
things as letters and other confessional documents, and construct out
of these a theory of the writer’s personality—his conflicts, frustrations,
traumatic experiences, neuroses, or whatever they happened to be—
and use this theory m order to idlummate each one of his works Or
one can work back and forch berween the hife and the work, illuminat-
ing each by the other, noting from the biography certamn crises re-
flected n the works, and sceing from the way they are reflected 1n the
works what their real biographical meaning was This 1s often dan-
gerous, 1f lughly stumulating, theorizing, and s relanon to enncal
evaluation 15, at most, very tenuous But if this kind of psychological
mquury does not help us to assess the vatue of a work, 1t often helps us
to see more clearly what hiterary works are as products of the human
magnation workmg 1n certam ways under certam conditions

Edmund Wilson as psychological critic

One can dlustrate Plato'’s view of literature by a quotation of half a
dozen pages, but ro ilustrate the kind of modern criticism which
begins with a study of the elements 1n a writer’s biography that
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helped to condition his kind of imagimnation and proceeds to apply this
to each one of his works, clearly cannot be done in such brief com-
pass One of the most effective critical essays of this kind, Edmund
Wilson's “Dickens The Two Scrooges,™ 1s over a hundred pages
long and it 15 far from comprehensive No brief selection from this
essay would ilustrate the method, for the very essence of it consists
m first laying out the relevant biographcal facts, then drawing con-
clusions from them about the author’s psychology, and then applying
these conclusions to the mdividual works To quote any of these
three parts without the others would be to give a wrong picture of the
method The reader, therefore, must go to these essays himself—to
Wilson's essays on Housman (in The Triple Thinkers, 1938), Dick-
ens, and Kipling especially

Wilson uses what might be called a common-sense mixture of
psychology and sociology 1n his endeavors to demonstrate the condi-
tions which explam the spectal nature of a2 wnter’s work His aware-
ness of social factors 15 not derived from any ngid system, as 1s that
of the Marxists, but 1s freely related to the psychological elements in
studies of a writer’s feeling about his class, the effect on him of early
economic struggles, the kinds of friction which social conventions
made for bum, and so on Dickens’ father’s muprisonment for debt and
Dickens’ having to go to work 1n a blacking factory are presented by
Wilson as key factors in determining the set of his imagination, and
he traces their influence in the books He pomnts out the hunuhanion
which Dickens suffered, his birter idignation with his mother for
having wanted to keep lum working at the blacking warehouse, the
social dubtety of his orgins “All these circumstances are worth
knowing and bearmg in mind, because they help us to understand
what Dickens was trying to say,” Wilson comments A purely
analytuc criic might object to this he would argue that what the
writer 1s trymg to say 1s not of interest to the critc, who 1s concerned
with what he succeeds i saying, with what he puts objectively into
art, and if we need to go to biography to find out what 15 really beng
sad by a work of art then the work cannot be successful® But
Wilson sees the writer as (to use Wordsworth’s phrase) “a man
speaking to men” and 15 most interested n the human mmplications
of the work of literary art, 1ts origms in human hopes and fears and
desires and frustrations The function of the lirerary critic, as he sees

2In The Wound and the Bow, New York, 104t The essay on Kipling 15 also
chis volume

8 See above, p 266, footnote 1



Critscism and Psychology 347

it, 18 to enlarge the unit observed by the reader unti 1t includes
not merely the text of a work, or even a group of such texts, but
the whole pattern of influence and causation, of action and reaction,
of psychological and sociological forces, of which the given work 1
the center But this enlargement 15 conceived not simply as a con-
tribution to history, 1t 15 2lso intended as a contribution to esthetic
understanding and appreciation If we arrive late at a concert at
which the first irem played 1s a set of variations on a theme, and we
take our seat as the third vamation s being played, magmmg 1 to
be the theme, we shall have got the wrong perspecuve on the whole
piece of music, we shall be hearing the wrong pattern, however keen
our ear But if we are famihar enough with the music to be able to
supply the mam theme mentally as we hear the further vanations, or if
someone puts a score of the man theme mto our hand, this error will
be corrected and we shall be able to get the proper sigmficance out of
the music

In some sensc, 1t mght be said that for Edmund Wilson and those
modern cnitics who employ s kind of enitwal approach the lirerature
produced by any writer can best be understood as variations on a
theme The theme 1s the writer’s life and circumstances, in the most
complete sense, and we can only be sure of seemg the rght pattern
m the particular works if we are able to relate them to the theme on
whuch they are unconscious variations Yet it 1s not always (as Wilson
would admut) quite as simple as that We cannot always be sure which
1s the air and which the variations sometimes the relationship be-
tween the writer’s hfe and his work 15 so complex and subtle that i
would be false to regard the latter sunply as varations on the former,
each throws light on the other, the man puts the work into its right
perspective, but perhaps as a key signature helps us i reading a piece
of music or as 2 frame brings out the proper relanionship between the
parts and the whole in a picture At all events, on this view of criticism
the critic has a duty to discover and present interpretations of works
of art based on an understanding of the arnist’s nature and purposes
Such actvity mught not provide us with standards on which to decide
what 15 good Iterature and what bad, but 1t nught help us to dis-
cover how hterature becomes what 1t 15 “It 15 necessary to see him as
a man 1 order to appreciate hun as an artst 7 “The work of Dickens’
whole career was an attempt to digest these early shocks and hard-
ships, to explain them to himself, to jusufy himself in relation to
them ” These are typical quotations from Wilson's essay on
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Dickens Or consider the question he asks himself ar the begmning
of his essay on Kiphng  “But who was Kipling*”

Wilson works, on the whole, from the writer’s Iife to his work,
explaining the latter with reference to the former More techmcal
psychological cniticism often works from the work to the writer,
using the work as the equivalent of the confession on the psychiatrist’s
couch and proceeding to draw conclusions about the writer’s life and
state of mind This 1s more dangerous, because 1t does not sufhiciently
allow for the formal element in art and too often nawvely assumes that
the artist works with complete emotional spontaneity To argue from
Hamlet about Shakespeare’s life and character 1s a highly dubious
procedure n Hamlet Shakespeare was dealing with a traditional plot
and consciously workmg 1t mto a formal piece of dramatic are to fic
the theatrical convenuons of his ime If we knew beyond dispute
the facts of Shakespeare’s life, and had letters and memoirs of his
to draw on, then we could perhaps profirably look mro his plays for
reflections of his personal problems, however indirect, and see things
in them which we do not see now To use the work as a means of
psychoanalyzing the anthor, without any further evidence, 1s pos-
stble only 1n very special cases But in any case, such a procedure s
hardly hterary criticism m any sense of the term

Psychoanalytic study of the characters m a
Iiterary work

The professional psychologist need not, however, confine his n-
terest m literature to attempts to psychoanalyze the author through
his works He can use his knowledge of psychological problems and
situations to mterpret a work of hterature without any reference to 1ts
author’s biography We can look at the behavior of characters 1n a
novel or a play mn the hight of modern psychological knowledge and,
if their behavior confirms what we know about the subtleties of the
human mind, we can use modern theories as a means of elucidating and
mterpreting the work If Hamlet behaves according to a pattern
which, say, Freud discovered to be characterisue of certan kinds of
individuals acting n certan kinds of circumstances, this does not mean
that Shakespeare knew Freud’s theores, bur 1t does confirm Shake-
speare’s remarkable insight mto human nature Such a use of psy-
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chology 1s therefore appropriate 1o cnitics who believe with Dryden
that the function of literature 1s to provide “a just and lively image
of human nature” or at least who agree on the general proposition that
the end of lterature 15 some kind of illummation of the human situa-
tion (and of course even the most formal of critics can agree on thus
end, while concentrating thewr attention as critics on the techmcal
means by which it 1s achieved)

Sometimes works which are difficult and apparently confused can
be scen more clearly in the hight of the psychologist’s demonstration
of what 1s actually going on among the characters For example, the
so-called “problem plays” or “bitter comedies” of Shakespeare (which
include Measure for Measure, All's Well that Ends Well and Trodus
and Cressida) have long puzzled critics by the apparent strangeness of
their tone, and many attempts have been made to elucidate them
One of the most mnteresting attempts at elucidation 1s the psychoana-
lynie study of Measure for Measure by Dr Hanns Sachs After detail-
mg some of the difficulties of the play, Dr Sachs comes to the character
of Angelo ¢

The outstanding trait in hus [Angelo’s] character, constellating his atti-
tude n all matters, small or great, 15 cruelty To tis subordinates he 15
gruff and unfriendly, always ready with a rebuke or a threat He snubs the
simple constable (“Elbow s your name® Why dost thou not speak, El-
bow?") as well as the Yand Provost (“Do vour office, or give up your place,
and you shall weil be spared”) The unhappy Jualiet1s to hum simply a “for-
mcatrix " To sit as a judge n court mspires him with the same philanthropic
senumient towards the silly but evidently harmless witness as toward the
offender “hopwg you'll find good cause to whip them all ” His cruelty 1s
best demonstrated by the face that he selects Claudio as the victim for the
rencwed enforcement of the laws aganst profligacy In this Vienna of
bawds and brothels 1t would have been easy to find a culpnt whose trans-
gressions were of a darker hue than those of Claudio He scems to be
singled out by Angelo just because he was the most mnocent offender who
came within the scope of the law, hus betrothal gave him, according to cus-
tom, the right of a Jegiimate husband, especially since these things hap-
pened some time before the revival of the strict law Indeed, this way of en-
forcing the old statute dees nothing to give 1t renewed authonty, but
discreducs 1t by making 1t appear fantastic and rmpaossible It 1s not justice or
moraiity which Angelo tries to establish—though he may persuade himself
that these are tus aums—but terror, wrath and cruelty

4From “The Measure 1n *‘Measure for Measure’” i The Creanve Unconscious

{2d ed, revised and enlarged by A A Roback, 1951}, copynght, 1942, by Sci-Are
Publishers
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Thus tendency toward cruelty shapes Angelo’s Iife n two ways first,
negatively, by making the ordinary and normal forms of sensuahity unat-
tractive to hum, or even repulsive This may be one of the reasons why he
pursues them with this cold hate As the Duke puts 1t, he

“scarce confesses
That hus blood flows or that lus appetite
Is more to bread than stone—"

mn other words to a free and imparual observer hus ngidity secems exagger-
ated and, therefore, a bit suspicious

The other, posiave, influence 15 mamfested mn his bias for meting out
pumshment, for making others suffer He loves to wield the sword of jus-
tice and to feel entitled i defending a igher cause, to be severe and un-
chartable, so long as hus own life remains blameless, 1n this way he satisfies
tus cravings in 2 quasi-leginmate way Through his office he finds an outlet
for his dark desire 1n the form of a social funcuion which has his own ap-
proval as well as that of society, m short, he shows what psychoanatysis
calls a sublumation, although by no means a perfectly successful one, since
his ortgmnal nature looks through the rents m his gown This sublimation
breaks down with 2 sudden crash when he meets Isabella The splendor of
her punity, outshiming everything ro which he has been accustomed, to-

gether with the situanon which delivers her nto tus hands, 15 too much for
him

“Can 1t be

That modesty may more betray our scnses

Than woman’s hghtness? Having waste ground enough,
Shall we destre to raze the sanctuary,

And pirch our evils therep™

Thus stimulated and exposed to the storm of desire, his cruelty loses every
aspect of subimatron and falls back, regressively, to 1ts oniginal source, re-
vealing its pnimeval, sensual form How near these two have dwelled to-
gether in Angelo’s mend 15 1llustrated by the 1dentity he sees in murder and
the sexual sin * "nis al) as easy Falsely to take away a true life made As to
put metal in restramed means To make a false one ™ The new temptation,
agamst which Angelo fights 1 vamn, 15 that of sadism This psychological
picrure, the conflict caused by the regression to the sadistic stage of sensu-
ality, would to us moderns who are concerned with the psychic processes
in their immediate and intsmate appearance, constiute an obsessionzl neu-
rotic Shakespeare who, as the true son of the Renassance, projected his

psychological intuition 1nto the facts and forms of the world outstde, made
hum a judge
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This diagnosis of Angelo’s over-strict sense of justice as the
sublimation of his cruelty, a sublmation which breaks down and
turns to sadism before Isabella’s combination of beauty and punty
(thus also illustratung the relarion between sensuality and sadism) 1s not
just a matter of giving technical psycheanalytic terms to the obvious,
it makes a pattern out of Angelo’s behavior which 1s not otherwise
apparent, a pattern which, once pomted out, we feel to be justified
m a rereading of the play But Dr Sachs s not content to diagnose
Angelo’s character he relates his diagnosis to his interpretation of the
play asa whole

Judge—this 15 1 one word the problem of Measure for Measure from
which all the rest proceeds As 1t often happens with Shakespeare, 1t looks
at first as if he presented only an ephemeral, acaxdental side of the problem
the evil judge who rmsuses his power for his own ends, the judge without
mercy whose justice 1s but cruelty The deeper meaning 15 not emphasized
or advernsed to umpress the beholder with 1ts profundity, but rather keprin
the background and, especially in the comedies, dsguised by jokes and
scurrtlity, like a cliff overgrown wath grass and shrubs

The theme that s harped on constantly in Measure for Measure and car-
ried through every possible variation, some straightforward to the point of
brutahty, some abstract and remote, 1s this 'What happens to justice if the
austere judge conld commit, would commit, has commutted the same crime
for which he condemns the offender® What if Angelo s not different from
Claudio and deserves to be put in hus place—“an Angelo for Claudio®” The
quegtion 15 discussed first in a strictly yudicial reasomng at the beginning of
ActIl by Angelo lumself

Dr Sachs then traces the theme through the play and shows how the
idle ralk of Lucio and the dialogue of the minor characters represent
“the same melody 1n counterpomnt ” He proceeds

Our play shows, at first glance, how 1n the judicial mund self-re-
stramnt for the sake of ganmng the respect of others and self-respect break
down when temptation takes the form of the suppressed sadistic wishes
The judge, by this resurrection of his primztive, unsublimated sensuality, 15
driven to repeating the act which he has censured, and thus changes place
with the offender But the scope of the problem grows under the creating
hand of the poet and becomes much wider than that of the story If these
posstbilities exist generally, 1if unconscious wishes and dnives are not only 1n
existence, but active 1n the mind of everyone, if they are kept from coming
to hife only by the special grace of desuny, then it follows that every man
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who dares to be a judge, 15 a potential Angelo It means, if we take 1t 1n 1ts
full and true sense and set aside as mere accidents the actual temptation and
the outward shapes of our acts and our conscious thoughts, that no judge
can disclaim his 1dentity 1 guilt with the crmunal before him In the gmse
of a comedy Measure for Measure unfolds one of the tragic conflicts which
disturb the peace of mind and the good conscience of manknd since the
first foundations of social ife have been lad The rdentity of the man who
judges and the man who 1s judged, the subject of Shakespeare’s comedy,
was used two thousand years earlier as the basis of a tragedy which became
the everlasting symbol of human guile

Dr Sachs then goes on to point out the similanties between Measure
for Measure and the Qedipus the King of Sophocles He also discusses
the play by Heinrich von Kleist, Der zerbrochene Krug (*'The Broken
Jug”), where a sumlar theme 1s treated as high comedy, and pro-
ceeds to discuss the ways in which this theme can be made either
tragic or comic “In the tragedy the dreadful crimes are really per-
formed, although unintentionally, in the comedies there 1s any amount
of bad ntentiens, but nothing happens ”

Shakespeare, when he decided to write Measure for Measure as a
comedy, although s mind was far removed from the humor and sprightli-
ness of his earher play, respected this fundamental rule by sheer mturtion
Whetstone [Shakespeare’s source]} had aiready eliminated the unjust
execution, but the other crime had to be relegated to the realm of mere -
tentions as well The trick by which a legitimate spouse 15 substituted so
that the rape becomes the consummanion of marriage, had been used by
Shakespeare 1n Ail's Well that Ends Well 1t came in handy here and for
this purpose a lady who had been betrothed to Angelo and deserted by him
was mcorporated into the play In this manner the origmal, smister and
bloody story was turned mnside out Angelo’s characrer was much involved
1n these alterations It would have been easy to go rhe whole length
with hirn, to make him the funny, stupid dupe who gets eripped up ar every
step The usual way to make lum nidiculous would have been to bring him
together with the disguised Duke in such a manner that the unrecognized
master 15 slandered in hus face by the decerved decewver Lucio, wheo 15 the
shadow without the substance of Angelo’s wickedness, 15 put 1n this situa-
tion instead The meeting berween the Duke and Angelo 15 not avorded out
of regard for the probability that Angelo would see through the disguse,
since Escalus actually speaks to hum (I11/2) Besides, no comedy worth s
salt ever respected thus sort of improbabiity What makes such a comic
meeting 1mpossible 15 Angelo’s character Shakespeare elimimated all the
dreadfulness of the cimes by having none of them comumutred actually, but
he retained, he even deepened, their appalling effect as far as Angelo’s mind
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15 concerned He was unwilling to sacrifice the character problem to the
comedy

Angelo obtains his pardon n the end, this 1s a foregone conclusion All
that happens to him 15 to be found out and exposed, tus pride 1s turned 1nto
humileey He had been tormented not only by the fear of detection, but
also by the cruel pangs of his guilty conscience

*“Wauld yet he had hved'
Alack, when once our grace we have forgor,
Nothing goes right,—we would and we would not ®

This wish, that Claudio mghet stll hve, 15 fulfilled Indeed, the pangs of
his conscience must have been greatly alleviated when he learns that he,
with all his villainy and cunning, has done no wrong atall Isabella with her
clear and unerring ntellect grasps here, as she always does, the true ment
of the situation and presents 1t with her usual lucidicy So Angelo
the mlghry demon has been, 1n fact, a perfectly harmless creature In his
sin he saw hurnself as Lucifer and fele the pride of Lucifer, so that thus relief
of his guilt-feeling 15, at the same tume, his deepest humihation This shame
15 for the proud man a worse pumshment than “unmediate sentence then,
and sequent dearh” for which he begs as a grace His sins turn out to be of
the same low order as those of Lucio idle words and bad intentions, and he
15 punished 1n exactly the same way as Lucio, by bemng constrained to
marry a woman whom he can neither love nor esteemn

Dr Sachs goes on to discuss the relevance of all this to the Gospel
admomtion “Judge not that ye be not judged” and the contradiction
between human justice and sinfulness He compares Dostoyevski's
handling of this theme m The Brothers Karamazouv, where the final
answer to the question Ivan puts to Alyosha—“Can you find forgive-
ness m your heart for all crimes® Can you forgive wanton cruelty,
the torturmg and killing of inocent children®”—is given by the
Staretz Sossima

We can forgive the worst sin, the most hudeous crime, we can even ask
the sinner to forgive us (as Sossima kneels before Dmitri), when we are
aware that we ourselves are guity of his crime and responsible for st The
identity between judge and crtmimal 1s reaffirmed in a new sense For
Dostoyevsky this new sense became the cornerstone of his mystical relr-
glosity, yet 1t can be concerved in a purely human, untranscendental way,
and then 1t comaides to a great extent wath the disclosures, made many
years later, by Freud Wich tum it rests on the expenience that our entire
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personality comprehends not only whdt we want to know about ourselves,
but our Unconscious as well Since unconscious, repressed desires and
wishes are essentially the same everywhere, we are all Linked together by
the bond of common gult, and 1t matters hittle whether we call 1t by s
Christan name of Orgnal Sin or by the psychoanalytic term  QOedipus-
Complex ..

Thus 1s one of the few occasions on which the paths of the two men who
knew more about the human mind than all the rest of us, approached each
other They both look at the problem of umiversal gult, shared by judge
and criminal altke, but the Russian of the nineteenth century 1s swept away
mnto mysticism, whereas the Ehizabethan, although he approaches the abyss,
never gets out of touch with the realities of hfe He takes 1t for granted that
human society has to go on and will continue ¢ven if it be found that yus-
tice 1s, of necessity, bound to be a failure .

The moral 15 they are all sinners Even the hughest and purest yudge 1s
not better than the villain whom he judges But what of that? If thus world
1s so full of horrors, if hife 15 a thing without real value, what does 1t mat-
ter 1f a man tnes to take away his brother’s ife? Even if he succeeds, he can-
not succeed 1n robbing hum of anything that 1s worth while We are sinners
ali, but unpotent sinners, deceivers decetved by our own passions Con-
demming each other, we are “like an angry ape”

Not justice, only mercy, may bring some rays of hght into the abysmal
darkness while 1t “will breathe within your lips ”

If thus measure 1s apphied, the pardon of Angelo which seems such a fla-
grant injustice, 1s not irony but really and truly “Measure for Measure ”

The argument from psychoanalys:s 15 here directed towards helping
us to read the play aright That it does so help us 1s confirmed by the
stmlarity of the mterpretation 1t yields to that yielded by the careful
application of hustorical scholatship Elizabeth Pope, n her essay on
*“The Renassance Background of Measure for Measure,”® nquired into
the doctrines of equity and forgiveness that were actually taught to
the Elizabethan layman, and alsu (though from a very different point
of view from that of Dr Sachs) found the play to be a commentary on
the Gospel text “Judge not, and ye shall not be judged” (Luke 6 37,
Geneva version) Miss Pope 1s concerned solely with explaining certain
aspects of the play’s meaning in terms of Elizabethan assumptions,
with which Shakespeare worked and which he took for granted, Dr
Sachs 15 concerned with applying psychoanalytic knowledge about
the nature of the mind to an elucidation of the behavior of the charac-

%1n Shakespeare Survey, 1, Cambridge, 1949
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ters 1 the play Though the conclusions certanly do notr duplicate
each other, they point in a similar direction and they supplement each
other. .

Psychology, therefore, comes mto hiterary crincism 1n several ways
It can help to explam the creative process in general, it can provide a
means of ilummanng a wnter's work with reference to his hfe and
vice versa, and it can help to elucidate the true meaning of a given
text. In none of these aspects s 1t directly normative, though in the
third it can be indirectly so, for, as the example quoted will 1llustrate,
1t can demonstrate that a work superficially bafflng and even confused
15 1n truth a profound study of certain aspects of human character

DIDDIDIIDIDDD0>

Psychology and the autobiographical lyric

Lyrical poems it which the poet 15 apparently attempting to project
directly his own state of mind are more likely to lead the critic into
a psychological interpretation of the author’s state than poems where
the writer has achieved a more purely impersonal structure, Words-
worth’s “Immortality (Ode” has thus inrerested the psychological
entics more than, say, any of the yrics of Ben Jonson The temptation
15, of course, to discuss the author rather than the poem But, clearly,
poems which have as thewr professed subject the author’s state of mind
can be usefully discussed 1n psychological terms If we take rwo such
poems—Wordsworth’s “Immortality Ode” and Coleridge’s “Dejec-
tion Ode,” which are, superficially at least, on similar themes—we can
ask ourselves whether the difference between them 1n form and m
tone can be usefully explained in terms of the psychology of each poet

Perhaps one distinction between “classical” and “romantic” poetry
15 that the latter tends to be zhout the author’s state of mund, while the
former 1s more hkely to be about some given subject What of those
poems whtch profess to be about thewr author’s state of mind but
which are really formal exercises in 2 convention® The Ehzabethan
love sonnet, for example, 1s not literally autobiographical n the way
so many nineteenth century romantic poems are style takes control
and determines the emotion Those mneteenth century critics who
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spent their time searching for the true onginals of the heroines of
Elizabethan sonner sequences were often wasting thewr time both as
scholars and as critics How far can Shakespeare’s sonnets be illumi-
nated as poetry by an attempt to get at the psychology of the man
they apparently reveal? Much less, one might think, than Shelley’s
lyrics by a sundar procedure The romantc poet has a tendency to
make himself the hero of his own poems (It 1s thus aspect of romanu-
cism which offends so many modern cninics, who demand that 2 poem
should have sufficient complexicy and ironic “ambivalence” to pre-
vent the poet himself being naively commutted to a sunple emotion }

Compare the possibilities of psychological interpretanion of the fol-
lowing pairs of poems Milton’s sonnet “On his Blindness” and Keats’
sonnet “When [ have fears that I may cease to be”, Jonson's “Drink
to me only with thine eyes” and Shelley’s “Indian Serenade”, Witham
Cowper’s “The Poplar-Field” and G M Hopkins’ “Binsey Poplars”,
John Crowe Ransom’s “Bells for John Whiteside’s Daughter” and
Dylan Thomas’ “Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child 1n
London”, Marvell’s “To his Coy Mistress” and Tennyson’s “Come
nto the garden, Maud ”

Archetypal patterns m poetry

In addition to considering the psychology of the author as revealed
in his work and the psychology of the characters in 2 play or novel,
the psychological critic can consider the degree to which the mmages
and symbols 1 a work of lierature derwve their full meaning from
some deep psychological source, some perennial aspect of the human
mind The poet, 1t has been mamntaned, 1s more closely 1n touch with
these deep sources of meaning, being, as T S Elot put it, “more
prumtive, as well as more civilized, than his contemporaries” The
psychologst Carl Jung believed mn the “collective unconscious” lying
behind the mdividual conscious and unconscious mind, not readily
accessible to the ordinary adult Maud Bodkin, in her Archetypal
Patterns m Foetry (1934), applied this view to poetry, discovering n
certain recurring poetic images, symbols, and situations echoes of this
deep-seated prmitive sense of meaming Some poets, notably W B
Yeats wath his view of the “Great Memory,” held sumilar views G
Wilson Kmght's mterpretations of Shakespeare, referred to mn the
last section of the previous chapter, owe something to this view
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Such a view can perhaps help to explamn the appeal of such poems
as Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan” and Yeats’ “Byzantwm,” which impress
most readers even before the individual images have been given any
specific meanlng Here agam one might be mnclined co say that the
search for “archetypal patterns” might be more fraitful i some kinds
of poet (Spenser, Blake, Coleridge, Years) than in others On che
other hand, 1t could be argued that the archetypal image works most
effecuvely when it 15 not recognized as such by the reader, and oper-
ates mdirectly, and that 1t s therefore a feature of all successful
poetry

The anthropologist may jomn hands with the psychologist at this
pomnt nterest m archetypal patterns n poetry often goes side by side
with an mterest i myth and m the prrutive mind A poem such as
Elot’s “The Waste Land” draws obviously and heavily on anthro-
pology, remforcing meaming by myth Does the “archetypal” nature
of Eliot’s smagery achieve its effect even before we have recognized
the myths and learned to see them as determmnmg the meaning and
progression of the poem?

It may be interesting and helpful to compare the possibilities of the
“archetypal patterns” approach to such different works as, for ex-
ample Pope’s “Rape of the Lock” and Sheliey’s “Prometheus Un-
bound”, Marvell’s “Garden” and Elot’s “Marma”, almost any poem
by George Herbert, and Wallace Stevens’ “Sunday Morming ” The
method can be fruitfully applied to a discussion of the imagery of any

Shakespearean tragedy Does 1t help with Elot’s The Cocktarl Party?

A4



Criticism
and soctology

. N MODERN CRITICISM, mvestigation of a writer’s so-
ctal ongins and of the effect which social factors had on his work,
has been at least as common as psychological studies of a writer’s state
of mind, and the two have often gone together

A genetic approach

As we have seen, critics such as Edmund Wilson have inquired into
the social factors affecting the atutude of Dickens, for example, or
Kipling, thus seeking soctological causes of psychological phenomena,
the psychological phenomena themselves being then wsed to explamn or,
genetically, to account for the characteristics of the wrter’s work,
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The problems which anse m any discussion of the relation between
sociology and criticism are similar to, and in some respects identical
with, those posed by the relation between criticism and psychology
In each case a genetic approach 15 nvolved, a consideration of the
work m terms of its onigins, whether mdividual or social or both
Three prelminary questions suggest themselves First Are the sci-
ences (or pseudo-sciences), n terms of which these origins are ex-
planed, themselves normarive or are they merely descriptive—do they
enable us to pass relative judgments of worth and value, or do they
merely tell us what goes on® Sccond If they are normative—if we
have criteria on which to form value judgments about states of nund
and kinds of society—can judgments which are made about the con-
ditions of origin of a literary work be transferred to the literary work
wself> Thard If they are not normauve, what kind of value can dats
concermng the psychological or sociological ongin of a work possess
for the hiterary critzc as distinet from the literary bistorian? Ler us con-
stder these questions with reference to sociology

What 15 sociology?

Is sociology a normative science? To put the question m this way 15
to assume that 1t s at least 2 science, and though this can be debated,
and the term “science” itself 15 not unambiguous n such a context,
we can leave that point for the sociologists to wrangle over We may
at least agree that inquiry into the structure of society at any given
pentod of history, and mtro the modes of behavior that result from that
structure, does rake place and does yield genuine knowledge Does the
knowledge thus made available provide automatic criteria of social
sickness and health? Can the sociologist, 1 s capacity as soctologst,
tell us what forms of social organization are better than others and
what particular kinds of social behavior are more and less good? The
soctologists themselves would probably be inchned to answer this
question n the negative they would prefer to thnk of their actions
as purely descripuve and not n any degree normative But though
saciology may not 1n usclf be a normanve science, 1t can provide us
with knowledge towards which we, as ranonal and intelligent per-
sons, may adopt a normative atttude As far as the itelligent layman
1s concerned, soctology 75 normauve, because the intelligent layman
is concerned with more than just man as a social animal—he takes all
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aspects of man into his purview and brings polwcal, ethical, and other
notions to bear on the mformation with which the sociologist pro-
vides him He 15 the non-speciabist humanist, and as such 1s concerned
with relating the specialized studies of the soctologist to man’s status
and needs as man He may, for example, interpret sociological data
ethically and approve of those soctal mstitutions which turn aggres-
stve mstincts mto other channels or which help to mcrease the sense
of responsibiity shown by members of a commumty to cach other
while disapproving of mstitutions serving a contrary function His
criterta will not be drawn from sociology—he will be bringing to bear
independently conceived standards of what 1s good and bad m human
behavior—but seciology wdl have provided him with data inmediately
capable of such treatment We might go further and say that the
data provided by the sociologist cry out for such treatment Sociology,
then, though not n iself a normative science, demands immediate
normative treatment as soon as it emerges from the hands of the
speciabst We mmmedrately want to ask, when hearmg of different
kinds of soctal structure and social convention, which 1s better, which
1s more conducive to the good Life as we understand it

Sociological knowledge and the literary critic

Suppose, then, that the experts tell us something about the structure
of early eighteenth century society in England, and we--representung
as far as sociology 15 concerned the mteihigent Jayman—make up our
minds about the value and significance of that structure how are we
gomg to apply this to, say, a criucism of the Spectator essays® We
can, of course, easily relate this mformation to such questions as the
social purpose of the periodical essay, aud the reason why such a hiter-
ary form should amse at this ume rather than ac any other, we
could throw a good deal of hight on the tone and choice of subjects
of these essays by pomnung out thar they represent some of the first
works of hiterature addressed specifically to that muddle class whose
nse 1n status and nfluence was symbolized by the revolution of 168¢
and who were now faced with the problem of raking over an aristo-
cratic function without an aristocratic tradiion We can use the
data provided by the social historian in examining the reasons for
reading which prevailed among the class which most eagerly boughe
the Spectator essays, this again wil show an interesung correla-
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z1on between what they read and why they read These and sumilar
powts will be found most helpful by the literary historian m giving
n account of the origins and nature of the eighteenth century pen-
odical essay But how will they help the criie? Can he say that be-
cause these essays performed a good social funcuion effecuvely they
are therefore good essays® Clearly, this would be an impossible over-
simplification which would result i our treating all hterature as rhet-
arie, the art of persuaston, and judging the rhetoric at least i some
degree mn accordance with the social worthimess of its objective Such
a view would certainly put Uncle Tow’s Cabin above Hamler (at
least 1n the eyes of Northern criics)

Leet us take another example Suppgse we are interested n the social
origins of the “arc for art’s sake” theories that prevailed at the end of
the last century It would not be difhicule {indeed, 1t has often been
done) to relate these theories to the artist’s feeling of maladjustment
which in turn was produced by the development of industrial society
in the nincteenth century and che resulung social attitude of the domi-
nant middle class These are dluminating facts, and no man of letters
would wish to be without them They advance understanding—but
exactly how are they to be used by the critic® If we value art we are
bound to take a poor view of a socral organization which removes the
artst further and further away from his fellow men and leaves hum
the position erther of licensed clown or despssed eccentric Must the
critic, then, assume that any new literary forms or devices ntroduced
by writers at this time as a resule of the operation of such factors are
to be deplored?

As a final example, consider the breakdown of commumnty behef,
and the consequent development of private worlds, i modern so-
ciety, this breakdown derives ac least . part from social and eco-
nomic causes, and it has certamly had an icalculable effect on literary
techmiques It has meant, among other things, a remarkable enlarge-
ment of the scope of the novel through the writer’s being forced to
rely on a personal sense of nsight rather than on a social sense of
value This has affected style, plot, vocabulary, subject matter—every
aspect of the art of fiction Or consider the modern poet’s problem n
trymg to find a language of symbols to replace those communally
held myths which for the first tme n many centuries are now no
longer tenable even wichout literal behef Sociology can help us to
see why Joyce wrote as he did, why so much of the most sensitive
modern poetry 1s obscure—but what can 1t tell us abour the value of
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Joyce’s way of writing or of obscurity i poetry? Are we to disap-
prove of the enlargement of the scope of the novel because 1t has
social origins which, on any reasonable standard of health n society,
most of us would deplore? To take an analogy from medicine if 1t
could be shown (and the arrempt has been made) that Keats’ genwus
flowered as and when 1t did because he suffered from ruberculosis, are
we 1o conclude that Keats’ poetry 1s therefore bad—or that tubercu-
losis 1s therefore good?

Socrological valie and lterary value

The answer to the second question posed above—can we transfer
value judgments sbout kinds of soctety to the hiterary works produced
by those kinds of society? —must thus be a tentative negative We cer-
tamnly cannot do so mn any direct or simple way Of course, if we
behieve that if the cause 15 undesirable the effect must antomarically be
s0, then we shall return a clear affirmative answer to this question If
we believe that because a flood disaster 1s a bad thing any example of
human courage which st provokes must also be bad, if we beheve
that value mn the cause can be transferred unchanged to the effect
and that any hrerary development that anses out of social conditions
of which we disapprove must wself be worthy of disapproval—then we
have a simple urucellular approach to hfe and all its problems and need
not concern ourselves at all with literary value as disunce from other
kinds of value The Marxist criie who 15 often extremely illuminat-
ing when he points to causes (for example, explaiming the attitude of
Defoe m his novels as amsiig from his economic and class interests)
has nothing to say as a craee, as someone apprasmg literary
works on literary grounds, for he simply carries over his view of
the soctal cause to his evaluation of the effect Thus the Marxist, be-
lieving that the social conditions that helped to preduce the estheuc
attitude of, say, James Joyce, were undesirable conditions, would have
to assume that Ulysses 15 therefore an undesirable work Simlarly, a
work which arises out of good socml condirions, or good social atti-
tudes, would be a good work Many non-Marxists might agree that
the social factors which helped to make Joyce look at ife the way he
did were factors we should Iike to ehmunate, but they might at the
same tune recognize the literary interest and value of what these social
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-actors led Joyce to do The more serious and responsible Marxists
1ave been satisfied to use thewr special view of soctal and economuc
ustory m order to explamn why certamn writers adopted the attitudes
‘hey did rather than to evaluate theiwr work, and left 1t to their rasher
‘ollowers to carry judgments of society mnto the literary realm

If we beheve i lirerary criucism at all-as disunct from lterary
mstory and from mere explanation and description—we must behieve
that there are critena of lterary excellence denved from the nature
of literature itself We know what a good table 15, 2 good radio, a good
loaf of bread Now we may hold that an mdividual crafesman work-
ing with a pride in his own skdl can turn out a better table than a
man working in a mass production factory We may make such 2
judgment because we know what we want 1n a table and we discover
on mnspection that a table made under the former condittons 15 a
better table, according to our ideas of what a table should be, than
that made under the latter We may go on to show wby mass produc-
tion 15 a feature of modern civilizanon and why 1t 15 economically or
soctally impossible for us today to have our tables made by individual
craftsmen we may, that 1s to say, explam the condinons under which
good and bad rables come to be made but this explanation only adds
to understanding because we started with an independent criterion of
what a good table 15 We cannot say that a table’s badness consists
i 1ts being mass produced we can say (if thac 15 what we believe)
that it 15 bad because of its design, because 1ts shape, size, decoration
or some other of 1s qualiues as a table is of thss kind rather than of
that, and add the new knowledge that this kind of badness 15 liable
to result when tables are made under modern condirtons of manufac-
ture We have not gone outside our theory of tables i order to
discover what a bad table 15, but we bave gone outside 1t 1 order
to explam, at least partially, how this table came to be bad n this way

The critic of tables who immediately sees a table as bad when told
that 1t is made under conditions of which he disapproves either means
that 1t 15 bad not as a table but as a social product—it 1s made possible
by conditions that are socially undesirable—-and that 15 not judging
the table as a table at all, or, if he really thinks he 15 judging the table
as a table, he 1s simply confused And it 1s not only the Marxists who
have fallen into one or other of these categortes the art cniticism of
John Ruskin conunually falls into the confusion of a man who s
sensitive to esthetic values as such yet keeps mnsisung that good art s
only that which 1s produced by good social and ethical conditions
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The pomt might be illustrated by another analogy In the years after
Hutler became the polical leader of Germany, many people m
America and elsewhere refused to buy, for example, Rhine wine be-
cause they did not want to give economic support to a régime they
detested They refused to buy wme from Germany because they
thoroughly disapproved of the social and pohitical conditions prevail-
g mn Germany at the time But they remamed fond of Rhine wine,
and few beheved that the Liebfraumilch produced under Hitler was
any worse than that produced under the Weimar Republic

It 15 true that this s not a very accurate analogy, because a work
of Iiterary art often bears the stamp of 1ts social orgm n 1ts very tex-
ture 1n a way that a table or a bortle of wine does not We often,
in fact, require the assistance of the social histersan to explan to us
what a work of art really 15, as we have noted 1n discussing the rela-
tion to criticism of hustorical scholarship Before we can evaluate any-
thing we must know what 1t truly 15, and that 15 one of the links
between history (and sociology) and criticism and between the ge-
netic and the evaluative approach Sometimes (though by no means al-
ways) if we see how a thing has come to be what it 15 we are m a
better position to appreciate what 1t really 15 and thus to evaluate 1t
for what it 15 s a panting meant to hang m a gallery or to decorate
the walls of a particular church? Is a lyric meant to be sung to the
lute, read aloud, or meditated 1a the study? Is Guilhiver’s Travels a
child’s adventure story or a satre on mankind? If the firse object of
the critic 1s to see the work 1n teself as it really 15, the sociologist, like
the historian, can often help him But once he has scen what it 15, he
must 2pply a criterion suitable to the nature of what he sees

Descriptrve function of sociological criticism

Sociological criticism can, then, help us to avoid makmg mistakes
about the nature of the work of licerature we have before us, by
throwing hight on 1ts function or on the conventions with reference
to which certain aspects of it are to be understood It has therefore
an important descriptive funcrion, and as accurate description must
precede evaluation it can be called a handmaid of criicism And a very
important handmaid 1t often s If we read Chaucer's Trotus and
Criseyde with a knowledge of the courtly love tradition in the hight
of which so much of 1ts action 15 developed, we can see the work
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more clearly, we know better what we are deahng with, and we can
proceed to evaluate 1t with all the more confidence

Sociological explanation of the characteristics
of an age

But sociological criticism has perhaps a more mportant funcrion than
this It can greatly advance knowledge by helping the reader to see
why some faults are characteristic of works of a certam period—can
even help to explain the nature of such faults, though the discovery
that they are faults 1s made with reference to purely Lrterary stand-
ards One does not go to the social historian to discover that certam
kinds of sentimentality—such as that which mars the ending of Barrie's
The Little Mimister—represent a hiterary fault, the social historian, how-
ever, by drawing our attention to the social causes of sentimentaliry,
can assist us to a deeper understanding of what sentimentality really s If
we are puzzled by the difference 1n tone between the first pare of the
Romance of the Rose, written by Guillaume de Lorris, and its con-
unuation by Jean de Meun, the social hustorian can help us by showmg
the tone of the first part as characteristic of a certain social class at a
cerrain pertod and that of the second as deriving from an author whose
mode of thought was to some extent conditioned by the mental habuts
of 2 new and nising class This helps to explain what has been going on
mn the work, and m turn helps us ro see 1t more clearly The cnitic notes
a quality (as fault or as vartue or as neutral), the social hustorian, hke

the psychologist, can help to explain why rhis particular quality can be
foand m that writer

The soctological critic m action

Studses of the social background of an author’s work, and of the in-
fluence of that background on that work, are of necessity of some
length, for they involve first the description of that background and
then the mvestigation of indmidual works with that descripnon m
mind It 15 not easy, therefore, to do justice to this critical approach 1in
a fairly brief quotation T'he Dickens World, by Humphry House,!

1 Oxford University Press, 141
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an adnmurable example of sociological criticism, makes its ponts by
alternating berween sections giving accounts of the changing histori-
cal scene 1n Dickens’ day and illustrations of the reflection of this
changing scene m Dickens’ novels The author’s statemene of his pur-
pose shows clearly what this kind of study hopes to achieve

Thus baok will arrempt to show 1n a broad and simple way the connexion
between what Dickens wrote and the times 1 which he wrote 1t, between
his refornism and some of the things he wanted reformed, berween the at-
utude to life shown m hus books and the sociery i which he hved Ir will
be concerned a good deal with facts, and sllustrared with quotations from
muscellaneous sources, for 1r 1s only m such detads that a writer's environ-
ment can be seen and his purposes understood, the exact language of con-
temporaries alone can have the authentic tone and 1diom necessary to con-
viction With an author so variously and mtricately wound into the history
of huis ume the workings of his imagnation can often best be scen from
others’ views of the events with which he started

Some notion of the sociological critic m action can be got from the

following quotation from the sixch chapter (“The Changing Scene”)
of Mr Ilouse’sbook

Dickens lived through the years which saw the making of modern Eng-
land, and of the middle-class oligarchy which 1s 1ts government His boy-
hood ended wich the struggles for Catholic Emancipation and the Reform
Bill hss wrining hfe comncided almost exactly with the rule of the Ten-
Pound Householders Middle-class government then meant middle-class re-
form—the assault on obsolete privileges and procedure [Mr House, 1 an-
other chapter, discusses how such assaults enter into the very fabric of
Dickens’ novels], the abolition of restrants on trade, mdustry, and acquisi-
tiveness, and the pamnful construction of a legal and admumstrative system
adapted to the conditions which gave the middle classes their power

The techmeal achievements of the years between 1812 and 1870 had a
far greater effect on those who saw them than any such achievements since
railways altered the whole pactern of the country’s life more deeply than
cars or acroplanes For us, accustomed to ever-accelerating change, 1t 1s
difficult to recover the mood of mixed utihtartan satisfaction 2nd emotional
excitement with which railway, telegraph, and submarme cable were
greeted Our grandfathers were enthralled by such bocks as Lardner’s on
the steam-engine and hus Musewsnt of Scrence and Art 'llusirated by en-
gravings on wood ’ The curts of cranks and valves provoked them to some-
thing like aesthetic enthusiasm, the tithits of astronomy and geology made
them think senously, and often with disastrous result, about the Creanon
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of the World, the chapters on cables and telegraphs urged them wresisubly
to quote the boast of Puck The more thoughrful perhaps shared something
of Carlyle’s apprehension, first voiced m 1829, that mechanizauon of ex-
ternal life might mean 2 baleful mechanization of the mund But all alike,
after a first hesitarion or resistance, were compelled to accept the new
world and the social changes that it brought all were part of 1t, and there
was no more escape for Dickens than for anybody else

Some measure of the changes can be made if we compare Pickwrck with
Cur Mutual Friend The books are plainly by the same author, but when
all allowances have been made for the obvious differences of form, theme,
mood, and setting, for the influence of Dickens's private life upon his art,
for developments i his art 1eself, 1t still remains clear that the two books
are the product of different climates It 1s sometimes said 1n discussions of
Dickens’s technique as a novelist char any of hus grear characrers could step
out of one book mto another without materially disturbing the arrange-
ment of either Butif we try to imagine Sam Weller in Our Mutual Friend
the limttations of this formal critieism are at once plan The physique, fea-
tures, and complexion of the characters have changed berween the two
books almost as much as their clothes the grimaces of villans have con-
formed to a new fashion, manners are so altered that one would as little ex-
pect that Boffin should get drunk as that John Harmen should fight a duel
We feel that people use knives and forks in a different style Everybody s
more restrained The eccentrics and monsters 1 the earlier books walk
through a erowd without exciting particular atrention 1n the lacter they
are likely to be pomnred at in the streets, and are forced into bitter seclusion,
social conformmty has taken on a new meamng Silas Wegg and Mr Venus
are at odds and ends with their world as Damel Quilp was not The middle
classes are more self-umportant, the Jower less sclf-assured London, though
vastly bigger 1n extenr, 1s smaller in mystery 1t has been opened up by the
police The whole scene seems narrower, more crowded, and, 1n a peculiar
way, more stuffy The very air scems to have changed in quahiry, and to tax
the powers of Samitary Reform to the uttermost In Pickwick a bad smell
was a bad smell, in Our Murual Friend 1t 1s a problem

These changes cannot be attributed to machinery only, nor to any one
cause but the cumulative effect of ditference 15 so striking that 1t 15 1m-
posstble to understand Dickens withour following 1n some detail the impact
of external changes on lus work {Mr House then quotes from con-
temporary accounts of these external changes |

The general chronology of Dombey and Son works out quite well if we
assume that the book’s plot ended with the writing of 1t 1n 1848 Florence
was then the mother of a son old enough to talk inteligently about his
‘poor little uncle’ supposing she was then twenty-one or two, Paul would
have been born abour 1833 and died 1840-1 Thus fits some of the mam epi-
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sodes that can be dated by historical events The journey of Dombey and
the Major to Leammgron happened soon after Paul’s death the London
and Birmingham Railway, by which they tiavelled, was fully opened in
September 1838, and the Royal Hotel, Leamington, at which they stayed,
was pulled down about 1841-2 In describing the Leamington scenes Dick-
ens was obviously drawing on memories of a holiday he had there with
Hablot Browne m the autumn of 1838, and Browne was their illustrator
Mr Carker’s death at Paddock Wood station was only possible after 1844,
when the branch hine was opened from there to Mardstone The book and
the period thus hang together without any serrous problems of anachro-
nism Inicthere s sull 2 lot from the r820's Sol Gulls wich his decaying, out-
of-date business, and even the Dombey firm itself, living on the worn
maxwm, 1il-observed, of a pushmg elghteenth-century merchant, are m-
tended to appear as survivals from another age On the whole the book
shows an emotional as well as a pracncal “consciousness of lving mn a world
of change,” an apprehension of what the changes meant m detad every day,
the new quality of life they brought Demibey, more than any other of his
rmajor works, shows how quickly and surely Dickens could sense the mood
of hus nime, and icorporate new sensations 13 1maginative literature
The new meood and atmosphere are very largely caused by the railways

the publication of the book coincided with the raiiway mama of the middle
*forues It would be hard to exaggerate the effect of those years on English
social bfe Pracnicaily the whole country was money-mad, the public atti-
tude to snvestment was quite altered, and 1t then first became clear that
Jont Stock companies, however lmperfcccfy managed, were certain co be-
cone a permanent and influencial fearure of finance Raway works helped
to absorb the unemployed and so to remove the fear of revolunon The
growth of home consumpnion was enormouly accelerated by 1mproved
transport  diet, furniture, fireplaces, and all the physical appurtenances of
life changed character more rapidly, the very fandscape was given a new
aesthetzc character—even perhaps a new standard—by embankments, cut-
tings, and viaduces Bue, above all, the scope and tempeo of individual hving
were revolutionized, even for a workman and his family, on a Parhamen-
tary tran

Mr House then goes on to note the mmpact of these changes on
Dickens’ novels, emphasizing particularly the effects he got by con-
trasting the new world of rallways with the dymg world of stage-
coaches He shows, too, how, by describing the changing country-
side as viewed by a passenger sitting in a tramn and looking out of the
window, he can give a panoramuc picture of the new ndustnal Eng-
land and pomnt the contrast between living conditions m the con-
gested factory areas and the spacious dwelling of the country land-
owners.
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Agamnst this detailed social background, Mr House then discusses
a number of the novels, which emerge with some of their features
more clearly visible than they would be to the reader who has not
had his attention drawn to the social and economic factors at work on
their author’s attitude For example

Great Expectations 15 the perfect expression of a phase of English so-
clety 1t1s a statement, to be taken as 1t stands, of what money can do, good
and bad, of how 1t can change and make distmctions of class, how 1t can
pervert virtue, sweeten manners, open up new fields of enjoyment and
suspicton The mood of the book belongs not to the ymaginary date of 1ts
plot, but to the sme m which 1t was written, for the unquestioned assump-
tions that Pip can be transformed by money and the mmor graces 1t can buy,
and that the loss of one fortune can be repaired on the strength of incidental
gains i voice and friends, were only possible mn a country secure in s
mternal economy, with expanding markets abread this could be hardly be
sard of England in the "twenties and "thirties [when the action was supposed
to have taken place]

Pip’s acquired “culture” was an eatirely bourgeoss thing it came to little
more than accent, table manners, and clothes In these respects a country
gentleman with an estate in a remoter part of England would probably
have been, even at Queen Victona’s accession, more like the neighbounng
farmers than like Mr Dombey The process of diffusing standard “edu-
cated,” London and Home Counties, speech as the norm expected of a
gentleman was by no means complete 1ts rapid continuance through the
Dickens period was an essential part of the mereasing socnal uruformity be-
tween the muddle and upper classes, helped on by the development of the
“public” schools

We are told that Pip “read” a great deal, and that he enjoyced i, but we do
not know what he read, or how 1t affecred hus mind, or what kind of pleas-
ures he got from it He knew enough about Shakespeare and acting to re-
abize that Mr Wopsle turned Waldengarver was nidiculous, bur what other
delights he found 1n theatre-going n his prosperous days we are left to
judge for ourselves, pamung and music certainly had no large part in his
hfe People hike Pip, Herberr Pocket, and Traddles have no culture but
domestic comfort and moral decency They are sensitive, lovable, and 1n-
telligent, but their normal activities are entirely limited to a profession and
a fireside When one of their kind extends Jus activities beyond this range
tt.1s 1n the direction of “socsal work,” and even that 15 likely to be governed
by hus profession, as Allan Woodcourt 1s a good doctor, and Mr Milvey a
good parson David Copperfield’s other activity 15 to write novels like
Great Expectations and Dawvid Copperfield so we come full circle

Here the sociological critic has illurinated certain features of hrer-
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ary works by drawing our attention to the way m which socal
changes and other social factors are murrored n them He 15 not as-
sessing value, he 15 throwing searchlights from new angles and, hke
the historical scholar and the psychological critic, spothghts aspects
of the works he discusses by explamung how they came to be what
they are The pattern that emerges under this searchhight 1s not the
“true” or the “complete” pattern of the work—no single pattern 1s But
1t 15 2 pattern whach, if we bear i 1n mmd when looling at the work
from other pomts of view, can add its share to mcreased perception
and enjoyment For works of lierary art are multiple things, with
many meanings growing out of each other, and no one critaic or school
of critics can exhaust their significance

DPIIDIIDIDDIID 0>

Wauth what kmnds of work 15 soctological criticism
wmost belpful?

It can be argued that sociological criticism 1s most usefully appled to
certain Junds of prase works, and less usefully to lyric poetry The
prose novel 1 Englsh has, until fairly recent tunes, been largely a
pubhe mstrument, dependent for its pattern of meaning on agreement
berween the writer and his public about the sigmificance of human
action and the nature of morality (see Daiches, The Novel and the
Modern World, 1939, chapter 1), while the lyric poet tends to com-
municate 2 more private vision of reality Robmson Crusoe, on finding
himself alone on his wsland, did not seek to exploit s loneliness by
meditation on the relation between the individual and the umverse his
task was to recreate mn this distant isolation the skeleton at least of
the civilization he had left behind him—complete with umbrella For
the Enghsh novel depended on society, and on public agreement about
what, among the multifarious details of daily Iife, was worth picking
out as significant What was significant was what altered a social re-
lationship—love and marnage, quarreling and reconcihiation, gamn or
loss of money or of social status You could, of course, criticize so-
ciety, but you did it by showing how social convention did not mn
fact lead to that generally-approved practical morality which st pro-
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fessed to foster. You could explore the relation between spontaneity
of feeling and social convention, as Jane Austen did, or the relation
between gentlity and morality, as Thackeray did, or the effect of
industrial soctery on private character, as Dickens did, or invest:gate
the possibihities of self-knowledge and vocarton 1n a context of sociery
at work, as George Eltor did, but in every case the plot would be
carried forward by public symbols And in every case society is there,
to be taken account of and accepted as a basic fact about human hfe
even when the author wishes to attack 1t or alter it The eighteenth
and mineteenth century novel 1s therefore a parucularly happy hunting
ground for the sociological critic, and the student mught ask himself
what sociological questions can profitably be asked abour, for ex-
ample, the novels of Richardson, Jane Austen, Dickens, Thackeray
and George Eliot But with such a novelst as Enuly Bronte, whoe
worked with a poet’s kind of imaginanon, the sociological approach
15 perhaps less frintful Snnslarly, with the twenteth century novel,
we can perhaps profitably ask sociological questions about Wells,
Galsworthy, Dos Passos, even (though 1n his own way he operates
as a poet) Faulkner, but what about Virgmia Woolf, D H Lawrence,
and Hemmgway?® (Hemingway, though he apparently deals with man
1n society, 15, 1 his best novels, constructing heroic myths which de-
rive from an essennally poetic sensibihty Lawrence’s socsal oniging can
be usefully invesugated by those mrerested n his psychelogy, but
the relevance of such nvestigation to an understanding of che way
which his unaginarion works i his novels 15 surely dubious ) These
are distinctions which the reader wonld do well to consider, what-
ever the conclusions he may reach

On the other hand, a sociclogical approach has been brought to
bear on poctry, not only by the Marxists {(who endeavor to explamn
works of hiterature by relating them to therr ongins i the individual’s
response to the class situation 1 which he finds hinself) but by such
acritic as ' W Bateson, in his English Poetry A Critical Introduction
(1950) Bateson’s tenth chapter 15 a discussion of Gray’s “Elegy”
which contrasts sharply in method with Cleanth Brooks’ analysns
of the poem i The Well Wrought Urn Bateson starts from the fact
that the “Elegy” was composed n two installments, the second (which
contams the last fifty-six lines) inferior to the first The second part of
the “Elegy,” Bateson argues, 1s an unsuccessful attempt to deperson-
alize 1t afrer a brilliant first section 1 which the plangent contrast
between “the natural, almost animal hfe of the village” and “the funle
artficial hfe of the ‘Proud’” presents the Grav of 1742 (fmendless
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and dependent) arraigning the Gray of 1741 (before the death of his
only intinate friend, Richard West) After an mteresting analysis
of the way in which symbohe mmages operate m the poem, Bateson
concludes “The Elegy, in addition to all the other things that 1t 1s,
was a tract for the times Tt was a plea for decentrabzation, recaling
the over-urbanized ruling class to its roots m a rural society based
upon the benevolent despotism of the manor-house ”

Bateson divides the history of English poetry nro six consecutive
schools—Anglo-French, Chaucerian, Renassance, Avgustan, Roman-
tic, and Modern, and disungushes six consecutive socsal orders to
which they correspond—the Period of Lawyers’ Feudahsm, the Local
Democracy of the Yeomaory, the Centralized Absoluusm of the
Prince’s Servants, the Oligarchy of the Landed Interests, the Plutoc-
racy of Business, and the Managerial State Then he proceeds to re-
late particular poems to the social organization of their period, show-
mg how attitude, image, state of mind, are in each case related to the
poet’s response to the social world of which he was a part The niles
of his chapters are wstructive “The Yeoman Democracy and Chau-
cer’s ‘Miller's Tale,” ” “The Money-Lender’s Son ‘L’Allegro’ and ‘Il
Penseroso,” ” “The Quickest Way out of Manchester Four Romannc
Odes,” and so on Brief quotation does serious mnjustice to the cogency
and closeness of Bateson’s reasoning, but perhaps this conclusion to
his essay on Waller will help to stlustrate his method

This central contradiction 1s the ultimate explanation of the pretentious-
ness and the emptiness of much Augustan poetry With no mysucal or tra-
diional basis of authornty on cthe one hand, and no rauoenal basis on the
other, except m the single field of agricultural improvement [Bateson has
previously discussed m some detail the agneultural improvements of the
period], the ruling class could only jusufy its privileges m the eyes of the
nation by bemg an arstocracy, ving m the best houses, eating the best
food, reading the best books and patronizing the best poets Hence their
“neual of coanspicuous waste”—Palladian mansions that were too large to Live
m, Pindaric odes that were too dull to read None of the Augustan poets
entirely resolves the contradiction, and there 1s therefore no Augustan
poem that can quite be calied great, but the better poets succeed in mingat-
ing 1t Waller's “Panegyne to my Lord Protector,” Dryden’s “Secular
Masque,” Rochester’s “Satyr agamst Mankind,” Pope’s portrait of Lord
Timon {m the fourth “Moral Essay”), and Gray’s brihant “On Lord Hol-
land’s Seat near Margare” go some way at any rate to salving the period’s
social conscience 2

2 Reprinred by permission of Longmans, Green & Co, Led
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Another mmportant recent work which endeavors to explan the
tone of works of hterature with reference to the social context and to
enable us to see thew literary qualicies more clearly by showing us
how they reflect the wrirer looking at his world 1s Poets on Fortune's
Hdl, by John F. Danby (1952). The followmg quotation from
Danby’s introductory chaprer will make clear his pomt of view *

The picture of the Hill of Fortune, and of literature bound to the pat-
ronage of erther Great House or Public Theatre, already makes the Eliza-
bethan-Jacobezn scene less monohthic than it 1s somenmes inagined Tak-
ing the image further, increasing complicanons become evident The Hill
ha different levels and different stdes Movements up and down, and
around and about, or movements combining both these, are possible Dif-
ferent views are to be expected from different positions on the Hill Eliza-
bethan society 15 as tughly differennated as any other Literature ts what
happens “in” a man, certamly What can happen “in™ him, however, will be
partly condiioned by what has happened “to” him in virtue of us place and
behaviour on the Hill Fmally, literature 15 addressed by a man from his
place to those of his contemporaries {on the same Hill) who are in a post-
tion to listen to him Literature has a three-dimensional setting Very
often 1t 15 reduced m the study to something as two-dimensional as the
paper it 1s written on

Somme of the differences between specific works might best be accounted
for 1n terms of social placing The Arcadia 1s Great House hterature, and
Sidney the interpreter of the ezhos of the Great House Shakespeare’s plays
belong to the open town, the open Elizabethan country, and the unroofed
commercial theatre Beaumont and Fletcher are curious hybrids secand-
generation scions of the Ehizabethan élize, and second-generanion exploters
of a theatre now no longer, possibly, open to the sky .

A recogaition of the social placing of the writers concemed helps, 1
think, towards & clearer view of how matters stand between them on these
questions [of influence and mmpact and changes 1n style] And not only
that The queston of “influences™ ceases to be academic, eccentnically driv-
ing away from the rext When “mfluences” are seen 1n relation to social
placing, and when social place 1s seen to amnply a whole ethos, intellectual,
temperamental, and spiritual, the question of “mfluence” takes on a new sig-
mficance It 15 brought nto relation wath the essential quahty of the work
1self, as written by a man from his place It 15, in other words, made rele-
vant to a just appreciation of what the work under consideration 15, and
not merely what it s “derived” from

The pure formalist might say that Mr Danby’s mvestigations nught
show us “what the work under consideration #5” but not whar 1t 1s gua

$# Reprinced by permussion of Faber and Faber Linuted
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work of literary art But there can be litle doubt that this method,
properly used, does help us to see why certam poets and dramatsts
wrote as they did, and what the moral pattern of thewr work really
18 Ir also dluminates differences between contemporary poets. Con-
sider, for example, this statement

Sidney 15 on the top of Fortune’s hull, whereas Spenser 15 not Spenser’s
poetry must win him preferment, and then mamtamn him in place in the
body of the world For Sidney poetry is the private devotion to truth
For Spenser 1t must also be the public vindicanion of his claim to recogni-
tion as a poet, & proof that the poet as such 15 engaged on work of nattonal
importance. There 15 therefore mn Spenser a professional earnestness, an
earnestmess not only about “truth” but also an earnestness to display his com-
mand over all the poetic crafts His poetry requires the external occasion,
the prescriptions of theory and form, the suggested topic, and 1n its most
ambitious assay of slall 1t will Joad svory with allegory, and allegory with
morahty, and morality with platonism, to form a massive assembly of all
the by-products of renaissance learrung and art

Such an approach, used m a discussion of Sidney’s Arcadia as “the
Great House Romance,” of the relation between Sidney’s work and
the Jate-Shakespearean romance, and of other aspects of Shakespeare
and of Beaumont and Fletcher, can not only explain the reasons for
certain features of therr work which we already know, it can also
draw our attention to lerary quahties in thewr work which we had
not before clearly seen Thus sociological criticism can help to 1n-
crease hiterary perception as well as to explain origins

Marxist crineism has been on the whole far less sensitive than this
It has been content erther to explan literature in terms of 1ts socral
ongns, or to account for a wnter’s attitude 1n terms of s position
1n the class structure, or to pass judgment on a given work or writer
n accordance with the tendency 1t or he displays to favor the politi-
cal and economic cause favored by the critic Nevertheless, some
valuable genetic msights have been prowided by Marxst or near-
Marxist criies Christopher Caudwell’s Hiusion and Reahity (sub-utled
“A Study of the Sources of Poetry”) (1937), and Studies m a Dymg
Culture (1939) are among the best Marxist criticism, and Granville
Hick’s Great Tradition (1933) and Figures of Transition (1939) are
often illumimaring mn spite of their tendency to startling over-simph-
fication and to the simple transference of political or economic judg-
ment 1nto the iterary field Marxism, bemng a theory of history, 1s more
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appropriate to lterary crticism as a genetic explanation of social
origins of works of literature (as 1t 15 m Caudwell) than as an evalu-
atve tool. ,

Employing the method

The reader mught profitably consider whether Danby’s approach, de-
scribed above, can be usefully applied to any other period of htera-
ture Can, for example, Tennyson’s In Memortam be illuminated by a
caopsideration of the poet’s place on Fortune’s Hill® And what of the
Victorian novehst’s relation to hus public> How far are conditions of
publication relevant to a cnrical discussion of a novel® (Kathleen
Tllotson’s Novels of the Eighteen-Forties, 1954, contains much m-
teresting ciscussion of the position of the novelist with reference to
both his public and his publisher, and then proceeds to discuss some
specific novels The reader might ask himself how far and 1n what way
the earlier discussion illuminates the latter )



Criticism

and the cultural context

19

TYPE OF criTICISM which 15 related both to his-
torical and to socrologrcal criticisin 15 that which concerns mself with
the whole complex of cultural activities of which the preduction of
literature 1s only one fragment

The cultural scene

The critic looks at the whole cultural scene and tries to assess its
healthfulness for the hterary artist He considers questions of popular
taste, the function of reviews and periodicals, the relation between
“highbrows” and “lowbrows,” the effect of religious, moral and
pohtical 1deas on literary judgment, the relation berween writers and
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publishers and the sigmficance of such phenomena as the “best seller,”
and the kind and degree of responsiveness to artisic activities that
can be found, among different sections of the community Here again
the criuc 15 not 1n the first instance malking a value judgment of par-
ticular works, his first concern 1s to describe how the cultaral chimate
of a period affects the production and appreciation of hrerature

Arnold on muddle class culture

Qne of the first important Enghsh critics to discuss literature from
thus point of view was Marthew Arnold, who felt that the solid middle
classes of Victorian England, with thewr worship of material progress,
were not the proper guardians of a literary hetitage or the most satis-
factory audience for magmative literature, while the stern evangeli-
cal religion which so many of them professed produced an insens-
tivity to esthetic values What happens to culture, he asked, m such
an environment, and what 15 the message which true culture has to
bring to such people?

Every one must have observed the strange language current during
the late discussions as to the possible failure of our supply of coal Our
coal, thousands of pecple were saying, 15 the real basis of our natronal greac-
ness, if our coal runs short, there 1s an end of the greatness of England But
what 15 greatness®—culture makes us ask Greatness is a spintual condition
worthy to excite love, interest, and admwratuon 1f England were swallowed
up by the sea to-morrow, which of the two, a hundred years hence, would
mast excite the love, interest, and adnuwranon of mankind,—would most,
therefore, show the evidences of having possessed greatness,—the England
of the last twenty years, or the England of Elizabeth, of a time of splendid
spintual effort, but when our coal, and our mdustrial operations depend-
ing on coal, were very little developed?

‘Wealth, again, that end to which our prodigious works for matenal ad-
vantage are directed,—the commonest of commonplaces tells us how men
are always apt to regard wealth as a precious end n stself, and certainly
they have never been so apr thus to regard it as they are in England at the
present time Never did people beheve anythmg more firmly, than nine
Enghshmen out of ten at the present day beheve that our greatness and
welfare are proved by our bemg so very nch Now, the use of culture s
that 1t helps us, by means of 1ts spirirual standard of perfection, to regard
wealth as but machmery, and not only to say as a matter of words that we
regard wealth as but machinery, but really to perceive and feel that it 1s s0



378 Literary Critictsm and Related Disciplnes

If 1t were not for thus purging effect wrought upon our munds by culture,
the whole world, the future as well as the present, would mevitably belong
to the Philistines. The people who believe most that our greatness and wel-
fare are proved by our being very rich, and who most give ther lives and
thoughts to becommg rich, are just the very people whom we call Phihs-
tines, Culture says “Consider these people, then, thewr way of life, their
habits, their manners, the very tones of their voice, look at them atren-
uvely, abserve the literature they read, the tungs which give them pleas-
ure, the words which come forth our of their mouths, the thoughts which
make the farmture of their minds, would any amount of wealth be worth
having with the condition thar one was to become just hike these people by
having ?"" And thus culture begets a dissatisfacuon which 1s of the highest
possible value m stemrming the common ude of men’s thoughts in a wealthy
and industrial communty, and which saves the future, as one may hope,
from bemg vulgarised, even if it cannot save the present

Every one with anythimg hike an adequate 1dea of human perfection has
disunctly marked [the] subordination to hugher and spiritual ends of the
cultivanon of boddy vigour and activity “Bodily exercise profiteth little,
but godhiness 15 profitable unto all things,” says the author of the Epistle to
Tiunothy And the utilitarian Frankln says just as expheitly —“Eat and
drink such an exact quantity as swuts the constitution of thy body, 1 refer-
ence to the services of the nund " But the point of view of culrure, keeping
the mark of human perfection simply and broadly in view, and not assign-
ing to this perfection, as rebigion or utthraramsm assign to 1t, a special and
hmuted character—this pomnt of view, 1 say, of culture, is best given by these
words of Epictetus —“It 15 a sign of d¢wia,” says he,—that 15, of a narure
not finely tempered,—“to give yoursclves up to things whach relate to the
body, to make, for mstance, a great fuss abour exercise, 2 great fuss about
eating, a great fuss about drinking, a great fuss about walking, a great fuss
about nding All these things ought to be done merely by the way the
formation of the spirit and character must be our real concern”™ This 1s
admirable, and, mndeed, the Greek word elgute, 2 finely tempered na-
ture, gives exactly the notion of perfection as culture brings us to concerve
it a harmonious perfection, a perfection i which the characters of beauty
and intelhigence are both present, which unites “the two noblest of things,”
~-as Swift, who of one of the two, at any rate, had humself all ¢too httle,
most happily calls them 1 tus Bartle of the Books,—“the two noblest of
things, sweetness and hght” The dideds 15 the man who tends towards
sweetness and light, the dguis, on the other hand, 1s our Philistine The
immense spirtual significance of the Greeks 15 due to their having been
spired with this central and happy idea of the essential character of hu-
man perfection

In thus making sweetness and light to be characters of perfection, culture
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15 of like sprrit with poetry, follows one law with poetry Far more than on
our freedom, our population, and our industrishsm, many amongst us rely
upon our relighous organisations to save us | have called religion a yet more
important mantfestation of humen pature than poetry, because 1t has
worked on a broader scale for perfection, and with greater masses of men
But the idea of beauty and of a human nature perfect on all 1ts sides, which
15 the domunant 1dea of poetry, 1s a true and imvaluable 1des, though 1t has
not yet had the success that the 1dea of conquenng the obvious faults of our
ammality, and of a human nature perfect on the moral side,—which 1s the
dominant idea of religion,—has been enabled to have, and 1t 15 destined,
adding to itself the rehigious 1dea of a devout energy, to transform and gov-
eth the other

The smpulse of the English race towards moral development and self-
conquest has nowhere so powerfully manifested itseif as in Puritamsm No-
where has Puritamsm found so adequate an expression as in the religious
orgamssation of the Independents The modern Independents have a news-
paper, the Nowncomifornmst, wntten with great sincenity and abiliey The
motto, the standard, the profession of faith which this organ of theirs car-
nies gloft, 1s *The Dissidence of Dissent and the Protestantism of the Protes-
tant religion ™ There 1s sweerness and light, and an 1deal of complete har-
montous human perfecnon! One need not go to culture and poetry to find
language to judge st Men have got such a habit of giving to the lan-
guage of religton a special application, of making 1t a mere jargon, that for
the condemnanon which reltgton itself passes on the shortcomings of ther
religious organusations they have no ear, they are sure to cheat themselves
and to explam this condemnation away They can only be reached by the
criticism which culture, hike poetry, speaking a language not to be sophis-
ticated, and resolutely testing these organisations by the 1deal of a human
perfection complete on all sides, applies to them

But men of culture and poetxy, 1t will be said, are agamn and again failing,
and failing conspicuously, 1n the necessary first stage to a harmomous per-
fection, in the subduing of the great obvious fauits of our ammality, which
1t 1s the glory of these religious organizations to have helped us to subdue
True, they do often so fail They have often been without the virtues as
well as the faults of the Puritan, it has been one of their dangers that they so
felt the Puritan’s faults that they too much neglected the practice of his
virtues [ will not, however, exculpate them at the Puntan’s expense They
have often failed 1n morality, and morahty 15 imndispensable And they have
been punished for their failure, as the Puritan has been rewarded for his
performance They have been punished wheren they erred, but their 1deal
of beauty, of sweetness and hghr, and a human nature complete on all 1ts
stdes, remains the true 1deal of perfecuion still, just as the Purian’s ideal of
perfection remains narrow and madequate, although for what he did well
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he has been nichly rewarded Notwithstanding the mughty results of the
Pilgrim Fathers’ voyage, they and therr standard of perfection are nightly
judged when we figure to ourselves Shakespeare or Virgal,—souls 1 whom
sweetness and light, and all that 1n human natare 1s most humane, were emi-
nent,—accompanywig them on thewr voyage, and think what snrolerable
company Shakespeare and Virgil would have found them! In the same way
let us judge the religious orgarzatuons which we see all around us Do not
let us deny the good and the happiness which they have accomplished, but
do not let us fail to see clearly that their 1dea of human perfection 15 nar-
row and inadequare, and that the Dissidence of Dissent and the Protestant-
ism of the Protestant relsgion will never bring humanity to 1ts true goal
As I said with regard to wealth, Let us look at the hife of those who hive in
and for 1t,—s0 I say with regard to the religious organizations Look at the
life imaged in such a newspaper as the Nonconformmust—a life of jealousy of
the Establishment, chsputes, tea-meetings, opemings of chapels, sermons,
and then think of it as an 1deal of a human life complening 1tself on all sides,
and aspiring with all its organs after sweetness, light, and perfection’

Another newspaper, representing, like the Nonconfornast, one of the re-
ligious organizations of this country, was a short tume ago giving an ac-
count of the crowd at Epsom on the Derby day, and of all the vice and
hideousness which was to be seen 1n that crowd, and then the writer turned
suddenly round upon Professor Huxley, and asked him how he proposed to
cure all this vice and hndeousness without 1ehgion I confess I felt disposed
to ask the asker this question and how do you propose to cure 1t with such
2 rehgion as yours® How 15 the 1deal of a hfe so unlovely, so unattractive,
so incomplete, so narrow, so far removed from a true and satisfying 1deal
of human perfection, as 1s the life of your religious orgamzation as you
yourself reflect it, to conquer and transform all this vice and hideous-
ness?

Arnold then quotes some examples of middle-class self-congratula-
tion on material achievements, and continues

But teaching the democracy to put its trust n achievements of thus kind
1s merely trainng them to be Philistines to take the place of the Philistines
whom they are superseding, and they too, like the rmddle class, will be en-
couraged to sit down at the banquet of the future without having on a
wedding garment, and nothing excellent can then come from them Those
who know their besetting faults, those who have watched them and bs-
tened to them, or those who will read the mnstructive account recently
given of them by one of themselves, the Journeyman Engineer, will agree
that the idea which culture sets before us of perfection,—an increased
spirttual activity, having for its characters mcreased sweetness, mcreased
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light, increased life, increased sympathy,—1s an :dea which the new de-
mocracy needs far more than the 1dea of the blessedness of the franchise,
or the wonderfulness of its own industrial performances

The purswit of perfection, then, 1s the pursmt of sweetness and light He
who works for sweetness and light, works to make reason and the will of
God prevail He who works for machimery, he who works for hatred,
works only for confusion Culture looks beyond machinery, culture hates
hatred, culture has one great passion, the passion for sweetness and hght. It
has one even yet greater! —the passion for making them prevas It 1s noc
satisfied t1ll we all come to a perfect man, 1t knows that the sweetness and
light of the few must be imperfect until the raw and unkindled masses of
hlmamty are touched with sweetness and Light If I have not shrunk from
saying that we must work for sweetness and light, so neither have I shrunk
from saying that we must have a broad basis, must have sweetness and hght
for as many as possible Agan and again [ have msisted how those are the
happy moments of humanity, how those are the marking epochs of a peo-
ple’s life, how those are the flowering tumes for literature and art and all the
creatve power of gensus, when there 15 a natronal glow of hife and thought,
when the whole of soctery 15 1n the fullest measure permeated by rhoughe,
senstble to beauty, intelhigent and alive Qaly it must be real thought and
real beauty, real sweetness and rea] ight Plenty of people will try to give
the masses, as they call them, an intellectual food prepared and adapted in
the way they think proper for the actual condit:on of the masses The ordi-
nary popular literature 1s an example of this way of working on the masses
Plenty of people will try tb indoctrinate the masses with the set of 1deas
and judgments constimiting the creed of therr own profession or party
Our rebgrous and political orgamzations give an example of this way of
working on the masses | condemn neither way but culture works differ-
ently It does not try to teach down to the level of inferior classes, 1t does
nat try te win them for this or that sect of 1ts own, with ready-made judg-
ments and watchwords It seeks to do away with classes, to make the best
that has been thought and known mn the world current everywhere, to
make all men hive 1 an acmosphere of sweetness and hght, where they may
use rdeas, as 1t uses them iself, freely—nourished, and not bound by them

Thus 15 the social 1dea, and the men of culture are the true apostles of
equaltty The great men of culture are those who have had a passion for dif-
fusing, for malung prevail, for carrymg from one end of soctety to the
other, the best knowledge, the best 1deas of their ume, who have labored
to divest knowledge of all that was harsh, uncouth, difficult, abstract, pro-
fessional, exclusive, to humamze 1t, to make 1t efficient outside the clique of
the culuvated and learned, yet sull remaming the best knowledge and
thought of the tune, and a true source, therefore, of sweemess and light
Such a man was Abelard n the Middle Ages, in spite of all his imperfec-
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tions, and thence the boundless emotion and enthusiasm which Abelard
excited Such were Lessing and Herder m Giermany, at the end of the last
century, and thewr services to Germany were 1n this way inestimably
precious (Genecrations will pass, and literary monuments will accumulate,
and works far more perfect than the works of Lessing and Herder will be
produced in Germany, and yet che names of these two men will fill a Ger-
man with a reverence and enthusiasm such as the names of the most gifted
masters will hardly awaken And why® Because they hmmamzed knowl-
edge, because they broadened the basis of hfe and ntellgence, because
they worked powerfully to diffuse sweetness and light, to make reason and
the will of God prevail.?

At first sight this kind of lay preaching might seem very far re-
moved from lterary criticism, Arnold hmmself called Culture and
Anarchy “an essay 1 pohtical and social cntiessm ” But the concern
with the nature and quahty of culture which Arnold exhibits here 1s
very relevant to the crimcism of literature, though it 15 not in sself
hterary criticssm Not only has literature a funcuon n helping to
remedy the state of affars which Arnold was deploring, that state
of affairs has 1ts own effect on the kind of literature which s pro-
duced and enjoyed In his essay on “The Funcuion of Criicism at
the Present Time,” written mn 1864, Arnold made clear that he
was concerned with the state of civilizarion, the whole pattern of a
people’s culture, and that i discussing literary criticism one must
take mto account the cultural situation m which it operates The
trouble with lLiterary criticism m his day, he maintams i this essay,
15 that 1t was not sufficiently dismterested, and in explaining this lack
of disinterestedness he 15 led mto an atrack on the whole middle class
way of thinking

And how 15 1t to be disinterested” By keeping aloof from practice,
by resolutely following the law of 1ts own namre, whuch 15 to be a free
play of the mind on all subjects which 1t touches, by steadily refusing to
lend itself to any of those ulterior, political, practical considerations about
sdeas, which plenty of people will be sure to attach to them, which perhaps
ought often to be attached to them, which 1 tlus country at any rate are
certain to be attached to them quite suffictently, but which criricism has
really nothing to do wich Its business 1s, as 1 have said, simply to know the
best that 15 known and thought in the world, and by 1n ats turn making this
known, to create a current of true and fresh 1deas Its business 15 to do this

1 “Sweetness and Light,” in Culrure and Anarchy, 1869
2 Published 10 Eseays tn Critscrem, 1865
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with inflexible honesty, with due abibity, but 1its business 15 to do no
more, and to leave alone all questions of practical consequences and appli-
cations, questions which will never fail to have due prominence given to
them Else cninioism, besides being really false to its own nature, merely
conunues in the old rut which 1t has hitherto followed in this country, and
will certainly miss the chance now given to 1t For what 15 at present the
bane of crinicism 1n this country? It 1s that practical considerations ching
to 1t and stufie 1t, 1t subserves interests not its own, our organs of cnticism
are organs of men and parties having practical ends to serve, and with
thern those practical ends are the first thing and the play of mind the sec-
ond, so much play of mind as 1s compatible with the prosecution of those
practical ends s all that s wanted An organ like the Revue des Deux

ondes, having for 1ts main function to understand and utter the best that
15 known and thought in the world, existing, 1t may be said, as yust an organ
for a free play of the mind, we have not, but we have the Edmburgh Re-
vtew, existing as an organ of the old Whgs, and for as much play of the
mmind as may suit its being that, we have the Quarterly Review, existing as
an organ of the Tories, and for as much play of mind as may suit its being
that, we have the British Quarterly Revtew, existing as an organ of the po-
Irtrcal Dissenters, and for as much play of mmnd as may swc its being that,
we have the Times, exssting as an organ of the common, satisfied, well-to-
do Englishman, and for as much play of mind as may swit its being that
And so on through all the various fractions, political and rehigious, of our
society, every fraction has, as such, s organ of cninaism, but the notion of
combining all fractions 1n the comumon pleasure of a free disinterested play
of mind meets with no favour Directly thus play of mind wants to have
more scope, and to forget the pressure of practical considerations a little,
1t 1s checked, 1t 15 made to feel the chamn

It 1s because criticism has so lictle kept 1n the pure ntellectual sphere,
has so little detached itself from practice, has been so directly polemcal
and controversial, that 1t has so 1ll accompllshed, m this country, its best
spiritual work, which 15 to keep man from a self-satisfaction which 1s re-
tarding and vulgarizing, to lead him towards perfection, by making his
mind dwell upon what 15 excellent m tself, and the absolute beauty and
fitness of things A polemical practical enticism makes men blind even to
the 1deal imperfection of their practice, makes themn willingly assert its
ideal perfectron, m order the better to secure 1t agawnst attack and clearly
thus 1s narrowing and baneful for them If they were reassured on the
practical side, speculative considerations of 1deal perfection they mght be
brought to entertamn, and their spiritval horizon would thus gradually
widen Sir Charles Adderley says to the Warwickshure farmers

“Talk of the improvement of breed' Why, the race we ourselves repre-
sent, the men and women, the old Anglo-Saxon race, are the best breed in



384 Literary Criticism and Related Discsplmes

the whole world . The absence of a too enervatung climate, too un-
clouded skies, and a too luxurious nature, has produced sc vigorous a race
of people, and has rendered us so superior to all the world ”

Mr Roebuck says to the Sheffield cutlers

“I look around me and ask what 1s the state of England® Is not property
safe? Is not every man able to say what he likes® Can you not walk from
one end of England to the other m perfect secunty® I ask you whether, the
world over or in past tustery, there 15 anythsng like 1c* Nothing [ pray
that our unrivalled happiness may last "

Now obviously there ts a pertl for poor human nature in words and
thoughts of such exuberant self-satisfaction, until we find ourselves safe
in the streets of the Celestal City

But nether Sir Charles Adderley nor Mr Roebuck 15 by narure in-
accesstble to considerations of this sort They only lose stght of them
owing to the controversial life we all lead, and the pracaical form which
all speculanon takes with us They have 1n view opponents whose aim
15 not 1deal, but practical, and in their zeal to uphold their own practice
aganst these innovators, they go so far as even to attribute to this practice
an 1deal perfection Somebody has been wanting to mntroduce a six-pound
franchise, or to abolish church rates, or ro collect agncultural stanstics
by force, or to dummish local self-government How natural, n reply to
such proposals, very likely improper or ill-timed, to go a fittle beyond
the mark and to say stoutly, “Such a race of people as we stand, so superior
to all the world' The old Anglo-Saxon race, the best breed in the whole
world! T pray that our unrivalled happiness may last! T ask you whether,
the world over or 1n past fustory, there 1s anything like 1t>” And so long
as criticism answers thrs dithyramb by msisting that the old Anglo-Saxon
race would be stll more supertor to all others if 1t had no church rates,
or that our unrivailed happiness would last yet longer with a six-pound
franchise, so long will the stramn, “The best breed in the whole world'”
swell louder and louder, everything 1deal and refining wall be lost out of
sight, and both the assailed and their crines will remain 1n 2 sphere, to say
the truth, perfectly unwital, 2 sphere in which spintual progression 1 1m-
possible But let citicism leave church rates and the franchise alone, and 1n
the most candid spirit, without a smgle lurking thought of practical mno-
vation, confront with our dithyramb this paragraph on which I stumbled
m a newspaper immediately after reading Mr Roebuck —

“A shocking child murder has just been committed at Nottingham A
girl named Wragg left the workhouse there on Saturday morming with
her young ilegitimate child The child was soon afterwards found dead
on Mapperly Hills, having been strangled Wragg 15 in custody ™

Nothmg but that, but, in juxtaposinion with the absolute enlogies of Sir
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Chardes Adderley and Mr Roebuck, how eloquent, how suggestive are
those few lines’ “Qur old Anglo-Saxon breed, the best m the whole
world"’—how much that 1s harsh and ul-favoured there 15 1n thus best’
Wragg! If we are to talk of 1deal perfecuon, of “the best in the whole
world,” has anyone reflected what a touch of grossness 1n our race, what
an origmal shortcoming in the more delicate spiritual perceptions, 1s shown
by the natural growth among us of such hideous names—Higginbottom,
Stggins, Bugg! In lonia and Atuca they were luckier in this respect than
“the best race in the world”, by the Ilissus there was no Wragg, poor
thing'! And “our unrivalled happmess”—what an clement of grimness,
bareness, and hidecusness mixes with 1t and blurs it, the workhouse, the
dismal Mapperly Hills,—how dismal those who have seen them will re-
member—the gloom, the smoke, the cold, the strangled illegrtimate chald!
“I ask you whether, the world over or 1n past history, there 1s anything
like 1t>” Perhaps not, one 15 inclimed to answer, but at any rate, i that
case, the world s very much to be pmed And the final touch—short, bleak
and inhuman Wragg 15 m custody The sex lost in the confusion of cur
unrivalled happiness, or (shall I say®) the superfluous Christran name
lopped off by the straightforward vigour of our old Angle-Saxon breed’
There 1s profit for the spint i such contrasts as this, criticism serves the
cause of perfection by estabhishing them By eluding stenle conflict, by
refusmg to remam 1n the sphere where 2lone narrow and relative concep-
ttons have any worth and validity, criticism may diminish 1ts momentary
importance, but only 1n this way has 1t a chance of gaining admttance
for those wider and more pérfect conceptions to which all its duty 15 reaily
owed Mr Roebuck will have a poor opinion of an adversary who replies
to tus defiant songs of triumph only by murmuring under his breath,
Wragg 1s sn custody, but in no other way will these songs of trizmph be
induced gradually to moderate themselves, to get nd 1n what 1n them s
excessive and offensive, and to fall into a softer and truer key

Arnold is here turming an esthetic eye on social behavior, and finding
iwugly And so long as the whole pattern of civilization 1s shot through
with ugliness, true hterary criticism cannot be practiced and the
greatest literature can neither be produced nor apprectated Arnold
15 perfectly aware of the apparent wrelevance of his remarks to liter-

ary study, and he follows the passage just quoted by a defense of
their relevance

It will be sard that it 15 a very subtle and ndirect action which I am thus
prescribing for ericism, and chat, by embracing 1n this manner the Indian
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virtue of detachment and abandorung the sphere of practical life, 1t con-
demns 1tself to a slow and obscure work Slow and obscure it may be, but
1t 15 the only proper work of eniticism

It may seem a paradox that Arnold relates hiterature to the context
of the civilization of which it 1s a part in order to preach disunterested-
ness and detachment, but it 1s by showing how the squalor and dullness
of pracucal life 15 affecting hrerary controversies that he can best
demonstrate the need for disinterestedness And literary criticism, iof
practiced disinterestedly, can then return and help to improve the
atmosphere of civihization, bringing “sweetness and hght” into the
complacent darkness of industrial England and thus setting the stage
for a new efflorescence of creative writing

Literature m an mdustrial crvilization

The effects of the Industrial Revolution on the literary imagmation
and on crinical 1deas disturbed other erics bessdes Arnold—Ruskin
and Witham Morsss, for example The new urban classes, free popu-
lar educanion with 1ts resulting mass literacy, the growth of popular
literature and a popular press to appeal to that mass hiteracy and the
resulting sphit of literary audiences mnto “highbrow” and “lowbrow™
are problems that have been much discussed smce Arnold’s day
Wiiters hke Lewss Mumford have been concerned with what mighe
be called the esthetics of our civilization, and quality of our living,
building, working, reading, and entertaming Such a book as Cuiture
and Enviromnent by F R Leavis and Denys Thempson (London,
1933 ) studies the effect of modern industrial conditions, of advertising,
mass production, and standardization, on the way m which people hive
and think and the nature of their response to literature and the arts
And there are many other critics 1n our time contmnmng the Arnold
tradition, setting lterature in the wider context of contemporary
culture and seeking to improve the one by improving the other The
critics who carry on this kind of activity do not, as a rule, profess to
be mpartial—they are not historical or sociological critics stmply 1n-
vestigating the relationship between environment and art, though
their activity sometimes overlaps with that of these critics, they tend
to be active mussionaries, concerned about standards, concerned about
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the mnprovement of critical awareness, concerned about the plight of
the arts in an industrial civilization Arnold proneered 1n showing this
kind of concern, and his successors find themselves unable to avoid 1t
at some point In a world of pulp magazines and lttle reviews, of best
sellers and complex metaphysical poetry, of “classics and commer-
cials,” of Edgar Guest and T S Elior, the literary critic cannot help
asking himself what makes these differences and whether they are

healthy And to ask such questions is to become a critic not only of
hterature bur also of cuvilization

The norster and bis cultural context

The critic concerned with the cultural context within which an author.
operates need not confine his interest to the problems raised by middle
class Philistimsm and sumilar phenomena He may wish sumply to see
how the quality and tone of literature 1s relared ro the kind of culrure
of which the author was a part This interesc overlaps with that of the
soctological entic, discussed n the previous chapter One mught dis-
tinguish between courtly literarure, “Great House” licerature, hirera-
ture produced under the patronage system, the lerature of Grub
Street, literature produced by writers working for commercial pub-
lishers in the modern sense, literature produced senally 1n magazines,
railway literature, and so on, and n each case relate the qualies of
the works under consideration to the context within which they were
written One can distinguish a difference 1n tone between those of
Shakespeare’s plays that were writren for the publc theater and those
that were written for the private theater the cultural context was
different 1n each case The difference between Shakespeare, Ben Jon-
son, and Beaumont and Fletcher can be considered as a difference be-
tween the social context within which each moved (This is the ap-
proach used in ] F Danby’s Poets on Fortune's Hull, referred to 1n the
final section of the previous chaprter ) The difference between the
writer s a gentleman writing to please himself and tis friends and the
writer as a professional reflects a more deep-seated difference berween
the kinds of culture i which each flourishes This kind of cnticism 1
not evaluative, 1ts aim 1s to help to account for differences 1n tone, style,
and method between writers by showing how those differences are
related to shifts n the cultural context Although Matthew Arnold and
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his successors inked the question of the production of good Lterature
to the question of the health of society, thus making value judgments
about both society and lierature, 1t 15 possible—and profitable—~for a
more historically-mmunded critic to look at lterature 1n its cultural
context without any normative mtention, but stmply in order to add
to understanding

PIIIDIIIIIIIIIDIDD

The “cultural context’ critic at work

Much nteresting work on the cultural context of different kinds of
Iiterature has been done recently Reference has already been made to
Danby's Poets on Fortune's Hill A very different kind of book, but
one which addresses wself to the same sort of problem, 15 Kathleen
Tulotson's Nowvels of the Eighteen-Forties, which discusses the early
Victorian novel in relation to publishing conditions, the different
tastes and demands of different groups of readers, changes m the
reading public, and other aspects of the social and cultural context A
proneer work of larger historical scope but more limited range of m-
terest than that of Mrs Tillotson 1s Q D Leavis’ Fiction and the Read-
mg Public, 1932

For this approach to be most profitable, the critic should work both
from the context back to the literature under conmderation and from
the work of Literature to the context Thus, knowledge that a new kind
of reading public had arisen would help to explain cerrain develop-
ments 1n the novel, and at the same time the precise nature of those
developments would help to explan the tastes and attirudes of thar
reading pubhic Not only poems, novels, and plays, but other kinds of
writing mcluding literary criticism, can reveal berween the lines a cer-
tamn cultural scene What cultural scene, for example, 1s revealed by
Sudney’s Defence of Poetry, or by Dryden's critical essays, Johnson’s
Preface to Shakespeare and Lives of the Poets, Wordsworth's famous
Preface, or Ehot’s essays® And how does our knowledge of the cul-
rural scene in each case help us to account for the views of each critic?
In the things a cntic takes for granted, the 1deas he starts from and
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the way he arranges those ideas, the things he feels he has to go out
of his way to mention specifically, in the way he addresses the reader,
we can get clues to the cultural contexe he 1s working 1 Sidney’s 15
a fairly straightforward case to work with from this point of view,
but the reader will find it helpful ro consider in this way all the
critics quoted m this book

One could also take different concepts—the concept of love, of
nature, of friendship, of loyalty, and so on—and see how the way they
are treated by writers of different ages reflect the cultural context of
the ime Or one could ask how far styhization 1n hrerature 1s related
te stylization 1n living This point of view, also, would be a profit-
able one from which to consider the relation between different arts
of the same period to what degree and in what way do, say, the
poetry, pamnting, music, and architecture of the early eighteenth cen-
tury reflect the cultural scene of the period® Can one relate the wear-
g of powdered wigs to the use of the heroic couplet or the disap-
pearance of the pun in poetry to the classical simplicity 1n Georgian
architecture® The reader might consider what other correlations of
this kind maght be explored

Eaning habits are an important part of a community’s culture, par-
ticularly when they are hnked to enrertanment Contrast the de-
scriptions of dmners in Freldiog with those in Jane Austen What can
be said about the ball as the focal center of so many of Jane Austen’s
novels, and haw are styles of dancing related to ways of iving® The
cosmic dance described by Sir John Davies i hus poem Orehestra 1s a
very different thing from the exghteenth century social dance, but 15
the latter a contraction of the former and does it reflect a contraction
m the scope of civilization shown also, say, mn the difference between
Elzabethan London and Augustan London® What of the part played
by the different sexes n different kinds of literature—Shakespeare’s
pert and self-reliane heroines, Defoe’s Moll Flanders, Frelding’s male
world, Jane Austen’s counterpomting of the sexes, Thomas Love
Peacock’s male drinking conversations, the languid herome mn the
nmeteenth century, Virgmia Woolf’s Mrs Ramsay in To the Light-
house®> What of differing views of landscape, the cult of sensibility,
the sentimental death scene of Dic¢kens, Hardy’s irome fatalism—how
are these related to the cultural scene at different times® There 1s 2
very rich field for exploration here Of course, it 1s tempting 1 this
kind of explanatory crincism to jump to conclusions and make facile
generalizations, but if the cniuc 15 careful enough mn the application

cc
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of s method and does not look for over-simphfied cause-and-effect
relationshups, some tlluminating resules can be achieved

One mght consider different styles of conversation and their
effect on hrerature—not merely on dulogue mn the novel but on the
various ways 1t which the spealung voice 1s reflected in hrerary works
A study of the part played by conversation, and of the different
roles allotted to different kinds of conversetion, in James Joyce’s
Ulysses, would throw a great deal of ight on the culture of early
rwentieth century Dublin. And what did Dryden mean when he
demanded that poets use the “language of gentlemen”? In some ages
wrters have considered themsélves gentlemen, m others they have
considered themselves bohemuans, outside the pale of gentlemanly
society A study of the bohemtan ideal i hterature would lead one
very fully mto the culrural scene of the late nineteenth century
Pope’s satires show him as a gentleman talking to gentlemen about
cads, the poets of the 'ninctics posed as bohenuans talking to gencle-
men about bohemans What can we say 1 tt 1s regard about Herrick,
Marthew Prior, Cowper, Blake, Wordsworth, Tennyson, Rossetts,
Walt Whitman, Hardy, T S Elot, Allen Tate, W H Auden?

These are some of the many questions which the “cultural context™
crnic can usefully ask It would be a good exercise for the reader
if, 1n addition to attempting to answer the above questions, he tried
to frame tome of his own



Epilogue

THERE 15 No single ‘night’ method of handling hrerary
problems, no single approach to works of hterary art that will
yield all the significant truths about them Works of hterature have
been produced mn enormous vartety over 2 very long pertod of human
history, and—though the differentiating qualities of hiterary art can be
isolated and discussed by the philosoplue crinc—generalizations appli-
cable to all examples of that art are more mteresting to the meta-
physician than to the man of letrers Whale the scrutinizing of literary
theories 15 a valuable phiosophical activity that can not only throw
light on the nature of hterature but also help us read indridual works
with greater understanding and appreciation, the active appreciation
of lirerature s not always dependent on such theorizing

It would be absurd to mamntain that no Greek appreciated Sophocles
unul Anstotle had written the Poetics or that Enghsh playgoers had
to wait for A C Bradley or Professor Heilman before they could
appreciate and enjoy Kmg Lear Appreciation can be independent of
cnitical theory, although the development and application of critical
theory can help to clanify, focus, and increase appreciation

Art 1s greater than its interpreters, and it should be clear from the
preceding pages that not even the greatest critic has been able to pin
down all its kinds of sigmificance and value All cniticism 1s tentative,
partial, oblique This 15 not by any means ro say that there are no
standards of value, that we must fall back on personal taste, or vague
mmpresstonism, or mere gush We do, however, mean that no critical
statement about a work of hiterary art can be a complete statement
of what 1t 15 and whether or not 1t 15 good On the level of critical
theory, 1t may be possible to construct a set of valid general princi-
ples, as far as practical crincism is concerned—criticism designed to
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demonstrate the nature and quality of a work and so to increase under-
standing and appreciauon—it must always be fragmentary, indirect,
approximate It can never be 2 complete and wholly satsfactory
description of what takes place in the work of art

It 1s not difficule to see why this should be so A work of lerature
—a poem, for example—1s an immense complex of meaning which 15
nevertheless often simple and immediate m 1ts impact, and 1t 15 impos-
sible (or at least difficult) to describe that complex and smmultaneously
to account for 1s impact To resolve a poem into mere complexity
by analync discussion 1s often useful and helpful, but such a pro-
cedure does not necessarily explam the reasons for the poem’s total
impact on the reader Nor does it necessarily increase appreciation for
the mexperienced Something is left over, which the crinc has to try
to show his reader by his tactful handling of analogies and suggestions
Literary criticism remarns an art, not a science, and the cnitic who
tries to reduce his pracuce to the following of a iipd sciennfic method
runs the nsk of letung the true witahty of the work of lirerarure
elude him and his readers The truth that the critic can know about
a work, and precisely commurucate, 15 part of the larger truth he can
only suggest And a hrerary criic without a fully developed tech-
nique of suggestion 15 hke a music critic traned only mn acoustics

Further, criieism, as T S Eliot once remarked, 1 not “aurotelic”,
1t 35 not an end m wself, but a means to the greater understanding and
appreciation of literary works It should always be tested by 1ts suc-
cess 1n achieving that end The tendency of professional critics 1s to
establish a method, which can be taught to disciples, and to set more
store by the night handhng of the method than by the increased per-
ception, understanding, and appreciation 1t yields The study of hter-
ary critieism s properly the study of techniques of illumination, of 1t
becomes the study of different kinds of specialized vocabulary or
different kinds of professional tricks merely, the student 1s wasting
his ime There are more techniques of illumimation than can be com-
prised 1n the examination of different formal approaches Whatever
enables a reader to see further into the marufold life of a literary work
s effective cicssn There are some who can be brought to enter mto
the rich vitality of a work more effecavely by having it read aloud
slowly, with proper phrasmg 2nd emphasis, than by the most careful
analysis of its structure. Art 1s meant to be expertenced, and in the last
analysis the function of criticism 15 to assist that experience

All this may seem obvious, but it perhaps needs saying afrer much
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discussion of crinical methods and approaches Criticism has 1ts own
fascination—from the philosophical appeal of the theoretical mquiry
mto the nature of literary art to the historical scholar’s excitement in
seeng new meanmngs n a phrase or an mmage by setting 1t m the n-
tellectual context of its ime To civilized man, no knowledge comes
amuss, and knowledge about works of hterature—their organization,
thetr meaning, their psychological and sociological causes, thewr rela-
tion to the civilization that produced them-—can be welcomed as
knowledge without being needed to increase appreciation But such
knowledge, simply regarded as knowledge, however exciting to pur-
sue, 15 no better and no worse than the pursuit of any other kind of
*nowledge Only when 1t 1s pur at the service of understanding, dis-
crimination, and appreciation can it claim a place m hberal education

To enjoy with discrunination, to discern value, to recogmze and
reject the spurious, to respond maturely to the genuine, never to be
fooled by the shabby and the second-hand—that 1s the civilized ap-
proach to the arrs We turn to criticism to develop and strengthen that
approach, and, as we have seen, criticism can come to this task directly
or mdirectly, through a frontal attack on individual hrerary works,
through theoretical discussion of the nature of literary value, through
invesnigation of origin and growth and causation Every effectve
literary crinc sees some facet of hrerary art and develops our aware-
ness with respect to 1t, buc the total vision, or something approxi-
mating 1t, comes only to thos¢ who learn how to blend the msights
yielded by many critscal approaches
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