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MA (ENGLISH) Part II 

 (E-211     Literary Theory and Criticism.) 

Section A –Traditional Critics:-  

Objectives: -  

1. To acquaint the students with some of the fundamental questions   in 

literature.  

2. To introduce students to some of the basic concepts in literary theory. 

3. To study in detail some seminal theories in literary criticism. 

4. To expose in students a critical outlook in literature. 

5. To develop in students a critical outlook in literature. 

SYLLABUS:- 

UNIT- 1 

Aristotle: The Poetics  

           Objectives 

           Introduction 

1.1  Poetry as imitation, medium, object and manner of representation. 

1.2  Survey of the psychological and historical origins of poetry.   

1.3  Concept of tragedy.   

1.4  Plots in tragedy, types of plot and requirements of plot. 

1.5  Historic Truth and Poetic Truth. 



1.6  Parts of a tragedy. 

1.7  Reversal of fortune. 

1.8  Fear and Pity. 

1.9  Character- Protagonist. 

1.10 Devices-reversal, recognition etc. 

1.11 Diction, linguistic items, thought, style. 

1.12 Distinction between Epic and Tragedy. 

Conclusion:- 

Check your progress-Answers:- 

Check your progress-self study:- 

Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with “The Poetics” By Aristotle. We are going to study 

Aristotle and his opinion about poetry and tragedy. This chapter will give you 

information about:- 

 Parts of a tragedy. 

 Reversal of fortune. 

 Fear and Pity. 

 Concept of tragedy. 

Introduction:-  

Like many important documents in the history of philosophy and literary theory, Aristotle's 
Poetics, composed around 330 BCE, was most likely preserved in the form of students' lecture 

notes. This brief text, through its various interpretations and applications from the Renaissance 
onward, has had a profound impact on Western aesthetic philosophy and artistic production.  



The Poetics is in part Aristotle's response to his teacher, Plato, who argues in The Republic that 
poetry is representation of mere appearances and is thus misleading and morally suspect. 

Aristotle's approach to the phenomenon of poetry is quite different from Plato's. Fascinated by 
the intellectual challenge of forming categories and organizing them into coherent systems, 

Aristotle approaches literary texts as a natural scientist, carefully accounting for the features of 
each "species" of text. Rather than concluding that poets should be banished from the perfect 

society, as does Plato, Aristotle attempts to describe the social function, and the ethical utility, of 
art. 

It is important to remember that Aristotle, and the Greek world as a whole, viewed 

art as essentially representational. Although we certainly have examples of Greek 

patterns and decorations that are "abstract," nothing indicates that the Greeks 

recognized such a category as "abstract art." 

One of the most difficult concepts introduced in the Poetics is catharsis, a word 

which has come into everyday language even though scholars are still debating its 

actual meaning in Aristotle's text. Catharsis is most often defined as the "purging" 

of the emotions of pity and fear that occurs when we watch a tragedy. What is 

actually involved in this purging is not clear. It is not as simple as getting an object 

lesson in how to behave; the tragic event does not "teach us a lesson" as do certain 

public-information campaigns on drunk driving or drug abuse. Hans-Georg 

Gadamer's attempt to describe catharsis in his study Truth and Method can serve 

both as a working definition and an introduction into the problem of establishing 

any determinate definition of this elusive concept:  

What is experienced in such an excess of tragic suffering is something truly 

common. The spectator recognizes himself [or herself] and his [or her] finiteness in 

the face of the power of fate. What happens to the great ones of the earth has 

exemplary significance. . . .To see that "this is how it is" is a kind of self-

knowledge for the spectator, who emerges with new insight from the illusions in 

which he [or she], like everyone else, lives. (132) 

The practical and formal concerns that occupy Aristotle in the Poetics need to be 

understood in relation to a larger concern with the psychological and social 

purpose of literature. Criticism, according to Aristotle, should not be simply the 

application of unexamined aesthetic principles, but should pay careful attention to 

the overall function of a any feature of a work of art in its context within the work, 

and should never lose sight of the function of the work of art in its social context. 

Lets study “The Poetics” of Aristotle with the help of following points. 

http://www.english.hawaii.edu/criticalink/aristotle/terms/catharsis.html


1.1   Poetry as imitation, medium, object and manner of representation:- 

    

  I SYSTEMATIC CLASSIFICATION  

    

3 Regards  In order to be able to properly assess the quality of artistic products we need to 
bear in mind three main differences among their genres:  

Differences of their means (of representation), 
Differences of their objects of representation (events, agents),  

Differences in the manner of their imitation.  

Means Typical means of representation in poetry are rhythm, words (language) and 
melody (harmony). They are not used in all kinds of poetry and they are not used 

in the same manner. First of all they could be used either singly or in certain 
combinations.  

Note: It is no accident that rhythm is mentioned first, even before words that Plato 
proclaimed to be the most important part.  

    Epic Tragedy Comedy Lyric Prose 

Means of 
Representation  

words 
rhythm 

words 
melody 

rhythm 

words 
melody 

rhythm 

words 
melody 

rhythm 

words 

 

Objects Poetry is about actions and actions necessarily involve human actors (agents). 
Human agents are either good or bad (depending on their virtues and vices). The 

major division of men goes along moral lines. If we take average people as a 
reference point the agents could be better than us, worse than us or just like us.  

    Epic Tragedy Comedy Lyric Prose 

Objects of 
Representation  

better than 
us  

better than 
us  

worse 
than us  

like us  all  
 

    

    Better Equal Worse 

Painting Polygnotus Dionysius Polygnot 

Literature Homer Cleophon Hegemon 
 

    

Manner Given the narrative character of poetical representations, the manner of imitation 
could be simply narrative, dramatic or an alternation of both.  

(Aristotle does not equate impersonation with imitation the way Plato did 
although he basically adopts his threefold division of narration.)  

  Plato Simple Imitation Union 

Aristotle Narrative Dramatization Alternation 
 

    



    Epic Tragedy Comedy Lyric Prose 

Manner of 
Representation  

combination dramatization dramatization narration combination 
 

    

  If we apply all 3 regards on poetical forms we obtain the following comparative 
table:  

  FORMS OF POETICAL IMITATION  

  Epic Tragedy Comedy Lyric Prose 

Means of 

Representation  

words 

rhythm 

words 
melody 

rhythm 

words 
melody 

rhythm 

words 
melody 

rhythm 

words 

Objects of 
Representation  

better than 
us  

better than us  worse than us  like us  all  

Manner of 
Representation  

combination dramatization dramatization narration combination 
 

  Tragedy (Sophocles) and comedy (Aristophanes) share the same manner of 
representation, but differ in their objects. In the latter regard tragedy (Sophocles) 

comes close to epic (Homer).  

Prose Lyric poetry includes Dithyrambic and Nomic (ordinary) poems. Verses are less 
defining for poetry than its kind of imitation.  

"Prose" is our term for the "unnamed" kind of literature that includes mimes 
(playlets), dialogues and scientific treatises (we can add novels, short stories, 

biographies). The name is inadequate, however, because these forms could be in 
verses and yet that would not change their character. Empedocles' poem On 

Nature is written in hexameters and yet it is not a poem but a work in physics. To 
our day this genre lacks a "common name" that would capture its defining 

characteristic in a single word. 

  
Based on a few remarks about the musical forms (singing, instrumental playing 
and dance) we can expand the above classification in the following manner:  

  
FORMS OF MUSICAL IMITATION  

  
  

Playing 

Instruments  
Singing Dance 

Means of Representation  
melody 
rhythm 

words 
melody 

 
rhythm 

Objects of 

Representation  
all  all all 

Manner of 

Representation  
producing sound using voice movement 

 



  
  

  If we, based on Aristotle's scanty remarks, venture a step furher into the realm of 
visual imitation then the three regards will probably lead to the following result 
(Aristotle himself mentions colors and shapes as means of pictorial and sculptural 

representation):  

  

FORMS OF VISUAL IMITATION 

    Painting Sculpture Architecture 

Means of 

Representation  
colors shape proportion 

Objects of 

Representation  
all better N/A 

Manner of 
Representation  

lines 
shading 

volume 
mass 

structure 
 

 

  II THE NOTION OF IMITATION  

    

Origin  The general origin of poetry is natural human inclination toward imitation. Imitation is 
natural and naturally enjoyable. Far from being demeaning and stultifying, as Plato 

contended, imitation is a very powerful source of knowledge and entertainment.  
1. We learn (at first) by imitation. 

2. We find delight in imitation. 
3. To be learning is itself a pleasure = gathering information + enjoying the execution.  

The pleasure of imitation is not identical with the realistic representation of objects; we 
can enjoy imitation even of disgusting objects or those that we have not seen before 

precisely because the pleasure stems from the quality of execution.  

    

Check Your Progress:- 

Answer the following question: 

1. What is the general origin of poetry as per Aristotle? 

 

 



1.2 Survey of the psychological and historical origins of poetry:-   

The Poetics seems to be Aristotle's answer to Plato's challenge at the end of the Republic: defend 
poetry from the charges raised in book 10 or concede to the negative verdict. A decade or so 

after Plato's attack Aristotle undertook a comprehensive defense of poetry in these lecture notes 
(probably made around 350 BC) . Unfortunately, the extant text of the Poetics is severely 

damaged. Not only that it contains many corrupted passages but it has not been preserved 
complete. The second book of the Poetics that supposedly dealt with comedy and the ridiculous 

is lost. Still the remaining part is one of the most informative and insightful treatises on the 
subject that we have.  

 
Different 
Approach  

Aristotle analyzes the existing art forms, not the art as it should be in order to 
serve some extraneous purposes.  

  The approach is immanent, empirical and analytic.  

Particular Aristotle is still interested in the general questions about the nature and function of 

art. But he also wants to take into account the differences among the different 
species of art. This is the reason why he discusses different kinds of art and their 

different components.  

Assumption He accepts the fundamental assumption of Plato that art is imitation (mimesis). He 
explicitly states that all the forms of poetry are "modes of imitation". But he 

understands imitation rather as a creation of a new reality than a sheer copying of 
the actual reality. Hence art should not be evaluated as to its accuracy in rendering 

real models but as to the quality of artistic execution. Real models could be 
repugnant, but their artistic rendering may still be enjoyable (for instance, 

imitation of ugly bodies, corpses, disgusting animals, etc.)  

    

 

    

  III HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION  

    

Improvisation The original imitations were very simple, reduced to the bare sense of harmony 
and rhythm. Through a series of additions, improvements and further 

improvisations more complex forms of poetry have gradually emerged.  

Drama Tragedy and Comedy present their personages as "acting and doing". They act 
the story. According to Aristotle, this is the original meaning of the word 

"drama", supposedly derived from the Doric verb dran = "to act". This 
etymology points to the Spartan origin of both genres. Another etymology 

suggests Dorian origin for comedy as well. Comae in Doric denotes outlying 
hamlets willing to host the original, very low-brow performances (slap-stick, 

vulgar, obscene).  



Development POETICAL IMPROVISATIONS 

  evolved along the following (parallel) lines:  

  Noble (high 

brow)  

Ignoble (low 

brow)  

I I 

Hymns, 

Panegyric  

Invectives 

("iambs")  

I I 

Dithyrambs Phalic Songs  

I I 

Epics Bourlesques 

I I 

Satyric Play  Parody/Mime 

I I 

Tragedy Comedy 

I I 

Imitation of 

the serious  

Imitation of the 

ridiculous  
 

  Iambs initially denoted a genre (invectives) as well as a metre. 

Homer's 
Contribution  

Homer paved the way to tragedy by his serious tone and the quality of his 
"dramatic imitations".  

Aeschylus' 

Contribution  

Aeschylus is credited with the decisive change that occurred when he reduced 

the role of the chorus, giving the leading part to dialogue to which purpose he 
added the second actor.  

Note: Aeschylus wrote The Persians, Seven Against Thebes, the trilogy 
Oresteia (Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, The Eumenides).  

Further 

Advancements  

Third actor was added by Sophocles.  

The introduction of the iambic metre (replacing the trochaic metre). 
The tone of dignity. 

A plurality of episodes (or acts). 
Note: Sophocles wrote Antigone, Electra, Oedipus at Colon. 

Development of 

Comedy  

Homer is deserved not only for the formation of tragedy but also for the 

development of comedy by creating his comic epic Margites 

Ridiculous  Comedy is the imitation of the ridiculous. The ridiculous is a harmless species 
of the ugly. 

"The Ridiculous may be defined as a mistake or deformity not productive of 
pain or harm to others." 

This explains the shape of comic masks which show distorted and exaggerated 
facial traits designed to cause laughter. They also typified certain characters.   

Changes The successive stages in the development of comedy are less known than those 



of tragedy. We do not know who has introduced masks, prologues and the 
plurality of actors. Aristotle speculates that the reason for this was that comedy 

started as a very low kind of entertainment, vulgar and unsophisticated. Only 
later it was admitted to official festivities and sponsored by the state.  

The decisive moment was the abandonment of personal attacks and turn to the 
stories of general import. This required an elaborate plot or fable. Epicharmus in 

Sicily and Crates in Athens are credited with this development.  

  While epic and tragedy imitate the same type of objects (heroes, people better 
than us), they differ in terms of the means used, the length of the action and the 

number of constituents  

Comparison   Epic Tragedy Comedy 

Objects Heroes Heroes Simpletons 

Means Narration Dramatization Dramatization 

Metre Hexameter Iamb Iamb 

Scope Unlimited 24 hours  24 hours  

Components 4 6 6 
 

1.2  Check your Progress:- 

Answer the following question: 

1. What does Aristotle analyze? 

1.3 Concept of tragedy:- 

  
  

Definition of 
Tragedy  

After comparing epic with tragedy Aristotle gives his famous definition of 
tragedy: 

"A tragedy, then, is the imitation of an action that is serious and also, as having 
magnitude, complete in itself; in language with pleasurable accessories, each 

kind brought in separately in the parts of the work; in a dramatic, not in a 
narrative form; with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish 

its catharsis of such emotions."  

  This complex definition comprises the following 7 elements: 

Imitation Genus 

Serious action  Object  

Complete with 

magnitude  
Quality 



Language with 

accessories  

Medium 

(rhythm, 
melody)  

Separated parts  
Sequence of 
dialogue and 

singing  

Dramatic form  Acting  

Purification 
Emotional 

impact  
 

Catharsis Art has impact on our soul, but it does not induce negative feelings and weakens 

the characters. Rather it purifies (or purges?) negative affections.  
The question of the true meaning of catharsis has generated thousands of 

studies. 
Does it denote the purification of tragic acts in the play (moral meaning) or the 

purgation of negative emotions (harmless discharge of audience) by means of 
homeopathic effect (medical meaning)? A parallel passage in the Politics 

(1342a 5-23) suggests the latter.  

  Usefulness is not an appropriate standard of evaluation for art. Freedom from 
practical purposes is an important component of liberal education. Art finds its 

place within this framework. 

Aristotle proposes to study poetry by analyzing its constitutive parts and then drawing general 
conclusions. The portion of the Poetics that survives discusses mainly tragedy and epic poetry. 

We know that Aristotle also wrote a treatise on comedy that has been lost. He defines poetry as 
the mimetic, or imitative, use of language, rhythm, and harmony, separately or in combination. 

Poetry is mimetic in that it creates a representation of objects and events in the world, unlike 
philosophy, for example, which presents ideas. Humans are naturally drawn to imitation, and so 

poetry has a strong pull on us. It can also be an excellent learning device, since we can coolly 
observe imitations of things like dead bodies and disgusting animals when the real thing would 

disturb us. 

Aristotle identifies tragedy as the most refined version of poetry dealing with lofty matters and 

comedy as the most refined version of poetry dealing with base matters. He traces a brief and 
speculative history of tragedy as it evolved from dithyrambic hymns in praise of the god 

Dionysus. Dithyrambs were sung by a large choir, sometimes featuring a narrator. Aeschylus 
invented tragedy by bringing a second actor into dialogue with the narrator. Sophocles innovated 

further by introducing a third actor, and gradually tragedy shifted to its contemporary dramatic 
form. 

Aristotle defines tragedy according to seven characteristics: (1) it is mimetic, (2) it is 

serious, (3) it tells a full story of an appropriate length, (4) it contains rhythm and 

harmony, (5) rhythm and harmony occur in different combinations in different parts 

of the tragedy, (6) it is performed rather than narrated, and (7) it arouses feelings of 



pity and fear and then purges these feelings through catharsis. A tragedy consists of 

six component parts, which are listed here in order from most important to least 

important: plot, character, thought, diction, melody, and spectacle 

Check Your Progress:- 

Answer the following question:- 

1. What is “Tragedy” for Aristotle? 

1.4 Plots in tragedy, types of plot and requirements of plot:-  

A well-formed plot must have a beginning, which is not a necessary consequence of any 
previous action; a middle, which follows logically from the beginning; and an end, which 

follows logically from the middle and from which no further action necessarily follows. The plot 
should be unified, meaning that every element of the plot should tie in to the rest of the plot, 

leaving no loose ends. This kind of unity allows tragedy to express universal themes powerfully, 
which makes it superior to history, which can only talk about particular events. Episodic plots 

are bad because there is no necessity to the sequence of events. The best kind of plot contains 
surprises, but surprises that, in retrospect, fit logically into the sequence of events. The best kinds 

of surprises are brought about by peripeteia, or reversal of fortune, and anagnorisis, or 
discovery. A good plot progresses like a knot that is tied up with increasingly greater complexity 

until the moment of peripeteia, at which point the knot is gradually untied until it reaches a 
completely unknotted conclusion. 

For a tragedy to arouse pity and fear, we must observe a hero who is relatively noble going from 
happiness to misery as a result of error on the part of the hero. Our pity and fear is aroused most 

when it is family members who harm one another rather than enemies or strangers. In the best 
kind of plot, one character narrowly avoids killing a family member unwittingly thanks to an 

anagnorisis that reveals the family connection. The hero must have good qualities appropriate to 
his or her station and should be portrayed realistically and consistently. Since both the character 

of the hero and the plot must have logical consistency, Aristotle concludes that the untying of the 
plot must follow as a necessary consequence of the plot and not from stage artifice, like a deus ex 

machina (a machine used in some plays, in which an actor playing one of the gods was lowered 
onto the stage at the end). 

Aristotle discusses thought and diction and then moves on to address epic poetry. Whereas 
tragedy consists of actions presented in a dramatic form, epic poetry consists of verse presented 

in a narrative form. Tragedy and epic poetry have many common qualities, most notably the 
unity of plot and similar subject matter. However, epic poetry can be longer than tragedy, and 

because it is not performed, it can deal with more fantastic action with a much wider scope. By 
contrast, tragedy can be more focused and takes advantage of the devices of music and spectacle. 



Epic poetry and tragedy are also written in different meters. After defending poetry against 
charges that it deals with improbable or impossible events, Aristotle concludes by weighing 

tragedy against epic poetry and determining that tragedy is on the whole superior.  

Analysis 

Aristotle takes a scientific approach to poetry, which bears as many disadvantages as advantages. 
He studies poetry as he would a natural phenomenon, observing and analyzing first, and only 

afterward making tentative hypotheses and recommendations. The scientific approach works best 
at identifying the objective, lawlike behavior that underlies the phenomena being observed. To 

this end, Aristotle draws some important general conclusions about the nature of poetry and how 
it achieves its effects. However, in assuming that there are objective laws underlying poetry, 

Aristotle fails to appreciate the ways in which art often progresses precisely by overturning the 
assumed laws of a previous generation. If every play were written in strict accordance with a 

given set of laws for a long enough time, a revolutionary playwright would be able to achieve 
powerful effects by consciously violating these laws. In point of fact, Euripides, the last of the 

three great tragic poets of Ancient Greece, wrote many plays that violated the logical and 
structured principles of Aristotle’s Poetics in a conscious effort to depict a world that he saw as 

neither logical nor structured. Aristotle himself gives mixed reviews to Euripides’ troubling 
plays, but they are still performed two and a half millennia after they were written. 

Aristotle’s concept of mimesis helps him to explain what is distinctive about our experience of 
art. Poetry is mimetic, meaning that it invites us to imagine its subject matter as real while 

acknowledging that it is in fact fictional. When Aristotle contrasts poetry with philosophy, his 
point is not so much that poetry is mimetic because it portrays what is real while philosophy is 

nonmimetic because it portrays only ideas. Rather, the point is that the ideas discussed in 
philosophical texts are as real as any ideas ever are. When we see an actor playing Oedipus, this 

actor is clearly a substitute through which we can imagine what a real Oedipus might be like. 
When we read Aristotle’s ideas on art, we are in direct contact with the ideas, and there is 

nothing more real to imagine. Art presents reality at one level of remove, allowing us a certain 
detachment. We do not call the police when we see Hamlet kill Polonius because we know that 

we are not seeing a real event but only two actors imitating real-world possibilities. Because we 
are conscious of the mimesis involved in art, we are detached enough that we can reflect on what 

we are experiencing and so learn from it. Witnessing a murder in real life is emotionally scarring. 
Witnessing a murder on stage gives us a chance to reflect on the nature and causes of human 

violence so that we can lead a more reflective and sensitive life. 

Aristotle identifies catharsis as the distinctive experience of art, though it is not clear whether he 

means that catharsis is the purpose of art or simply an effect. The Greek word katharsis 
originally means purging or purification and refers also to the induction of vomiting by a doctor 

to rid the body of impurities. Aristotle uses the term metaphorically to refer to the release of the 
emotions of pity and fear built up in a dramatic performance. Because dramatic performances 

end, whereas life goes on, we can let go of the tension that builds during a dramatic performance 
in a way that we often cannot let go of the tension that builds up over the course of our lives. 

Because we can let go of it, the emotional intensity of art deepens us, whereas emotional 
intensity in life often just hardens us. However, if this process of catharsis that allows us to 



experience powerful emotions and then let them go is the ultimate purpose of art, then art 
becomes the equivalent of therapy. If we define catharsis as the purpose of art, we have failed to 

define art in a way that explains why it is still necessary in an era of psychiatry. A more generous 
reading of Aristotle might interpret catharsis as a means to a less easily defined end, which 

involves a deeper capacity for feeling and compassion, a deeper awareness of what our humanity 
consists in. 

Aristotle insists on the primacy of plot because the plot is ultimately what we can learn from in a 
piece of art. The word we translate as “plot” is the Greek word muthos, which is the root for 

myth. Muthos is a more general term than plot, as it can apply to any art form, including music or 
sculpture. The muthos of a piece of art is its general structure and organization, the form 

according to which the themes and ideas in the piece of art make themselves apparent. The plot 
of a story, as the term is used in the Poetics, is not the sequence of events so much as the logical 

relationships that exist between events. For Aristotle, the tighter the logical relationships between 
events, the better the plot. Oedipus Rex is a powerful tragedy precisely because we can see the 

logical inevitability with which the events in the story fall together. The logical relationships 
between events in a story help us to perceive logical relationships between the events in our own 

lives. In essence, tragedy shows us patterns in human experience that we can then use to make 
sense of our own experience. 

n his Poetics [1] Aristotle (384-322 BC) classifies plot into two types: simple [haplos], and 
complex [peplegmenos]. The simple plot is defined as a unified construct of necessary and 

probable actions accompanied by a change of fortune. The complex plot, says Aristotle, is 
accompanied by two other features, namely; peripeteia or reversal, and anagnorisis, or 

recognition. It is this which Aristotle feels is the best kind of tragic plot, in that it provides the 
best possibility of delivering tragic pleasure.  

Before we look at the distinctive features of the complex plot, it would perhaps be instructive to 
examine those features which it shares with the simple plot. The unity of structure recommended 

by Aristotle includes the tripartite division of the plot into the beginning, the middle and the end, 
as well as the unities of time and action. He stresses unified action, where all action in the plot 

carries a definite link to other actions, and subsequent actions are the necessary and probable 
outcomes of the former. 

Necessary and probable are terms which recur throughout the Poetics. They stand for the 
universality of poetry in that they point to how or what actions should logically be in a given 

situation. Unity of action, therefore, does not mean all that happens to the protagonist, but 
precisely what comprises a particular whole action according to the norms of necessity and 

probability. Unity of time, in contrast to its neo-classical applications, here simply means the 
time span in which the tragic action can be best comprehended by the audience, given the 

constraints of human memory, and the wholeness of the action. 

Finally, we come to the change of fortune. It is either from good to bad or the reverse. The 

former is more characteristic of tragedy but in a later section Aristotle complicates the idea by 
saying that those plots where the catastrophe is averted by recognition are best. The change of 

fortune is also accompanied by a complication of events [desis] and their resolution [lusis].  



Having briefly examined the common aspects of both kinds of plot, we can now look at the 
special attributes of the complex plot. 

Let us take another look at Aristotle's celebrated definition of complex action: 'A complex action 
is one where the change is accompanied by such reversal or recognition or both.' Peripeteia has 

been defined as a reversal of the action. If, however, it is just that, then how is it different from 
the change of fortune? Clearly this is too limited a definition of peripeteia and it would perhaps 

be pertinent to consider two other definitions. Humphrey House [2] defines it as a 'reversal of 
intention'. This definition takes into account the 'thought' or the dianoia exercised by the 

character. House describes it as 'holding the wrong end of the stick'. Peripeteia is therefore the 
turning of the stick thinking that it is the right end. The ignorance behind any peripeteia is not 

mere ignorance. It is the ignorance arising out of error. The other definition is more recent. Frank 
Kermode [3] defines it as a 'disconfirmation followed by a consonance; the interest of having our 

expectations falsified is obviously related to our wish to reach discovery by an unexpected route. 
It has nothing to do with our reluctance to get there at all. So that in assimilating the peripeteia 

we are enacting that readjustment of our expectations in regard to an end'. This points out the 
pleasure we receive from peripeteia which is quite different from the straightforward following 

of a narrative to its end, or in other words, mere change of fortune. 

Having defined peripeteia and identified its characteristic pleasure, we must also consider what 

this pleasure actually consists of. This is the element of surprise or wonder [Gk. Thaumaston]. 
The source of wonder is often the tragic recognition or anagnorisis. Recognition has been 

variously defined. In Aristotle it is the recognition of persons through tokens, artistic 
contrivances, memory, reasoning (including false inferences) and lastly, arising out of the events 

themselves (as in Oedipus Rex). Aristotle defines this anagnorisis as a change from ignorance to 
knowledge. In terms of Humphrey House's analogy, it would mean the realization that you have 

got hold of the wrong end of the stick. House himself defines recognition thus, 'The discovery of 
the truth of the matter is the ghastly wakening from the state of the ignorance which is the very 

essence of hamartia.' Other scholars define it variously as 'a way in which the emotional potential 
. . . can be brought to its highest voltage, so to speak at the moment of discharge', or, 'recognition 

brings its illumination, which can shed retrospective light'.  

Aristotle likes best the recognition which arises out of the events themselves, as in Sophocles's 

Oedipus Rex. The whole play is a step by step unravelling of Oedipus's true identity and 
Oedipus's holding the wrong end of the stick, as it were, in trying to discover his identity without 

knowing that the results will be catastrophic. At second best, he places those tragedies where 
reasoning effects the recognition. Together with these definitions, we could compare the slightly 

different angle from which Terence Cave [4] views recognition. For him it is a stumbling block 
to belief which disturbs the decorum. From this comparison we realize the complicated nature of 

recognition. In the unravelling of the complex plot the point of the recognition is very different 
from that possible in a simple plot. The combination of peripeteia and recognition does not 

merely affect the characters in the tragedy. They can also extend to the audience or the reader. 
The unexpectedness of the tragic catastrophe which the complex plot brings [the element of 

wonder or thaumaston] heightens our feelings of pity and fear as well as other related emotions.  



Here it would be useful to look at another famous assertion of Aristotle's. In Ch XIV of the 
Poetics he says, 'the pleasure which the poet should afford is that which comes from pity and 

fear through imitation' [5]. Perhaps an examination of pity and fear together with imitation can 
give us a better idea of the pleasures incidental to tragedy. Let us start with an appraisal of pity 

and fear. Pity and fear are man's sympathy for the good part of mankind in the bad part of their 
experiences. Pity is evoked when there is a discrepancy between the agent and Fate, and fear 

when there is a likeness between the agent and us. Stephen Dedalus defines Pity and Fear in 
James Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. He calls pity the feeling which arrests the 

mind in the presence of whatsoever is grave and constant in human-sufferings and unites it with 
the human sufferer. Terror, or fear, is that which unites it with the secret cause. [6]. 

Aristotle himself gives similar definitions of these terms in his Rhetoric [books V and II]. There 
he defines them as a species of pain. It is here that we can begin to consider the idea that tragic 

pleasure derives from the purgation of these emotions. The idea of purgation as a medical 
metaphor has been in vogue for a long time and can be substantiated by examples from 

Aristotle's Problems [problem XXX] where coldness of black bile accompanies 'despair and fear' 
and heat is the suggested cure which restores the temperature to a temperate mean. Aristotle, 

unlike his teacher Plato, says that the emotions are good in themselves. Therefore there should be 
no need to purge the feelings of pity and fear. Instead, a more sensible definition of tragic 

pleasure would be that concomitant with the proper feeling of these emotions. By proper I mean 
a temperate attitude to these emotions as Aristotle teaches in his Nichomachean Ethics. In Book 

II of his Ethics, he says: 

fear and confidence and appetite and anger and pity and in general pleasure and pain may be felt 

both too much and too little, and in both cases not well; but to feel them at the right times, with 
reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right motive, and in the right 

way, is what is both intermediate and best, and this is characteristic of virtue. [7] 

Aristotle's idea of the mean is derived from the Pythagoreans who applied it to music. Here we 

may note that another place where Aristotle uses the term catharsis is in his Politics and in the 
context of giving 'relief to overcharged feeling' through music. Interestingly, here too, he 

mentions pity and fear among the emotions dealt with and the restoration is once again to a 
temperate mean. [8] 

Is catharsis the only possible source of pleasure in tragedy? Humphry House does not think so. 
Those who are temperate in themselves and do not require an adjustment of their emotional 

reactions to tragic situations, still derive pleasure from tragedy. Even Plato in The Republic 
testifies to this fact: 'even the best of us enjoy it and let ourselves be carried away by our 

feelings; and are full of praises for the merits of the poet who can most powerfully affect us in 
this way.' [9]. The pleasure arising out of poetry is therefore not entirely dependent on catharsis. 

Instead, it works in two ways. In Book VII [section 11 - 14] Aristotle discusses 'pure' pleasure 
and 'incidental' pleasure. The former is universal and is accompanied by no pain and is likened to 

the pleasure arising out of contemplation. Those who experience this do so solely by 
contemplating and appraising the imitation of human emotions in tragedy.  



It is through this view that we bring our focus back on the last part of Aristotle's statement 
quoted above. Pleasure is effected through imitation [or mimesis]. As Aristotle said [10] 

imitation is itself a pleasurable act. All of this applies to epic as well as tragedy and can probably 
be extended to other types of poetry. The specifically 'tragic' pleasure is that pertaining to the 

medium and the dramatic mode of tragedy. These constitute the specific imitative aspects of 
tragedy.  

The idea of tragic pleasure therefore necessarily consists as Aristotle aptly puts it 'in that which 
comes with pity and fear through imitation'. A heightened sense of pity and fear is effected when 

the necessary and probable events take an unexpected turn. This is possible in the complex plot 
with the accompanying peripeteia and anagnorisis. Thus our examination of the elements of the 

complex plot has led us to a consideration of pity and fear. These together with imitation [or 
mimesis] help us understand the pleasure peculiar to tragedy.  

 Check Your Progress:- 

Which kind of approach does Aristotle take about poetry? 

1.5   Historic Truth and Poetic Truth:-  

It is not, Aristotle argues, the “poet’s function to describe what has actually 

happened, but the kinds of things that might happen, that is, that could happen 

because they are, in the circumstances, either probable or necessary". What 

distinguishes the “historian and the poet is not that the one writes in prose and the 

other in verse” but, rather, that “one tells of what has happened, the other of the 

kinds of things that might happen” This is why “poetry is something more 

philosophical and more worthy of serious attention than history”.  

For while poetry is concerned with “universal truths” that is, the “kinds of things a 

certain type of person will probably or necessarily say or do in a given situation” 

(this is the “aim of poetry, although it gives names to its characters” history “treats 

of particular facts” that is, “what, say, Alcibiades did, or what happened to him” . 

Comic poets “build up their plots out of probable occurrences, and then add any 

names that occur to them” ; however, in tragedies, “authors keep to the names of 

real people, the reason being that what is possible is credible”. Though we “cannot 

be certain of the possibility of something that has not happened, what has 

happened is obviously possible” . It is “not necessary . . . to keep entirely to the 

traditional stories which form the subjects of our tragedies”, Aristotle advises, 

though these are familiar to many.  

Aristotle stresses that the “poet must be a maker of plots rather than verses, 

since he is a poet by virtue of his representation, and what he represents is actions” 

Moreover, “even if he writes about things that have actually happened, that does 



not make him any less of a poet for writing about things that are “in accordance 

with the laws of possibility and probability”  

Aristotle argues that “simple plots and actions” are “worst” when they are 

“episodic” An “episodic plot” is one in which the “sequence of the episodes is 

neither probable nor necessary” In such cases, to “strain a plot beyond the bounds 

of possibility” is to “dislocate the continuity of events” Given that tragedy is the“ 

representation not only of a complete action, but also of incidents that awaken fear 

and pity” “effects of this kind are heightened when things happen unexpectedly as 

well as logically” for then they will be “more remarkable than if they seem merely 

mechanical or accidental” even “chance occurrences seem most remarkable when 

they have the appearance of having been brought about by design” For example, 

when the “statue of Mitys at Argos killed the man who had caused Mitys’s death 

by falling down on him at a public entertainment” Aristotle argues that “plots of 

this type are necessarily better. 

Check your progress:- 

 What is Aristotle’s opinion about simple plots and actions? 

1.6 Parts of a tragedy:- 

Aristotle contends that the “separate sections” into which a tragedy is arranged are 

“prologue, episode, exode, and choral song, the last being subdivided into parode 

and stasimon”. The prologue is the “whole of that part of a tragedy that precedes 

the parode, or first entry of the Chorus”. An episode is the “whole of that part of a 

tragedy that comes between complete choral songs” The exode is the “whole of 

that part of a tragedy which is not followed by a song of the Chorus”. The parode 

is the “hole of the first utterance of the Chorus” and the stasimon is a “choral song 

without an apaests or trochees”.  

At this point, Aristotle states his intention to “say what is to be aimed at and what 

guarded against in the construction of plots” as well as “what are the sources of the 

tragic effect” He argues that the “structure of tragedy is at its best” when it is 

complex, not simple” and when it “represents actions capable of awakening pity 

and fear” which is the “characteristic function” of tragedy. He does not say that 

“good men should be shown passing from prosperity to misery, for this does not 

inspire fear or pity, it merely disgusts us” By the same token, nor should “evil men 

be shown progressing from misery to prosperity. This is the most untragic of all 

plots, for it does not appeal to our humanity, or awaken pity or fear in us” “Nor 

should an utterly worthless man. 

Richard L. W. Clarke LITS2306 Notes 06A 7be seen falling from prosperity into 

misery. Such a course might indeed play upon our humane feelings, but it would 

not arouse either pity or fear” the former, pity, should be “awakened by undeserved 



misfortune” and the latter “by that of someone just like ourselves – pity for the 

undeserving sufferer and fear for the man like ourselves” (48). 

Aristotle advocates, instead, a “mean between these extremes” the “sort of 

man who is not conspicuous for virtue and justice, and whose fall into misery is 

not due to vice and depravity, but rather to some error [hamartia], a man who 

enjoys prosperity and a high reputation, like Oedipus" .The “well-conceived plot 

will have a single interest”. 

The “change in fortune will be from prosperity to misery” and this is “due, not to 

depravity, but to some great error, either in such a man as I have described or one 

better than this, but not worse” Nowadays, he writes, the “best tragedies are written 

about a handful of families whom it has befallen to suffer or inflict terrible 

experiences” 

Critics who assert that Euripides’ plays should not “end in misfortune” are wrong 

because “this is the right ending” .The “strongest evidence of this is that on the 

stage and in the dramatic competitions plays of this kind  are the most tragic of all, 

and Euripides, faulty as his management of other points, is nevertheless regarded 

as the most tragic of our dramatic poets”. 

The “next best type of structure has a double thread of plot, and ends in 

Opposite ways for the good and bad characters” This kind of tragedy is 

“considered the best only because of the feeble judgment of the audience, for the 

poets pander to the taste of the spectators” This, however, is not the “pleasure that 

is proper to tragedy "but “belongs rather to comedy”  

Check your progress:- 
 

1.  When  is the structure of tragedy is the best According to Aristotle? 

1.7  Reversal of fortune:- 

Here, Aristotle argues that a “reversal” (of fortune) is a "change from one state of 

affairs to its opposite" for example from happiness to misery, and that “conforms 

to probability or necessity” Similarly, “discovery is a change from ignorance to 

knowledge" which “leads either to love or hatred between persons destined for 

good or ill fortune” The “most effective form of discovery is that which is 

accompanied by reversals” .There are other kinds of discovery, for example, “in 

relation to inanimate and trifling objects” but the “form of discovery most 

essentially related to the plot and action of the play is the one described above” .A 

“discovery of this kind in combination with a reversal will carry with it either pity 

or fear, and it is such actions as these that tragedy represents” “such a combination 

is likely to lead to happy or unhappy ending ”Because “it is persons who are 

involved in the discovery, it may be that only on person’s identity is revealed to 



another, that of the second being already known” At other times, a “natural 

recognition of two parties is necessary” . 

Aristotle also mentions a “third” plot-element: “suffering, or calamity”  

Which   is an “action of a destructive or painful nature, such as death openly 

represented, excessive suffering, wounding, and the like”. 

 

Check your progress:- 

1. Which is the third plot element according to Aristotle? 

 

1.8 Fear and Pity:- 

Fear and pity may be “excited by means of spectacle” but they can also arise, 

Aristotle maintains, “from the very structure of the action which is the preferable 

method and the mark of a better dramatic poet. The plot “should so be ordered that 

even without seeing it performed anyone merely hearing what is afoot will shudder 

with pity and fear as a result of what is happening” To “produce this effect by 

means of stage-spectacle is less artistic, and requires the cooperation of the 

producer”. 

He stresses that “not every kind of pleasure should be demanded of tragedy, but 

only that which is proper to it” Since the dramatist “has by means of his 

representation to produce the tragic pleasure . . . 

Associated with pity and fear, this effect is bound up with the events of the plot”  

At this point, Aristotle turns his attention to “what kinds of incident” are to be 

“Regarded as fearful or pitiable”.  

Such deeds must involve people who are either friends to one another, or enemies, 

or neither. Now if a man injures his enemy, there is nothing pitiable either in his 

act or in indifferent to each other. But when the sufferings involve those who are 

near and dear to one other, when, for example, brother kills brother, son father, 

mother son, or son mother, or if such a deed is contemplated, or something 

Else of the kind is actually done, then we have a situation of the kind to be 

Aimed  at. The “deed must be done by characters acting consciously and in full 

knowledge of the facts” as “when for instance Euripides made Medea kill her 

children” . 

Alternatively, they “may do it without realizing the horror of the deed until later, 

when they discover the truth; this is what Sophocles did with Oedipus” A “third  

Alternative is for someone who is about to do a terrible deed in ignorance of the 

relationship to discover the truth before he does it” .In short, the “deed must either 

be done or not done, and by someone either with or without knowledge of the 

facts”. The “least acceptable of these alternatives is when someone in possession of 



the facts is on the point Richard L. W. Clarke LITS2306 Notes 06A 8 of acting but 

fails to do so, for this merely shock us, and, since no suffering is involved, it is not 

tragic” “Next in order of effectiveness” (50) is when the “deed is actually done”  

but the character only leans the “truth afterwards” (50). Aristotle feels at this point 

That he has “said enough . . . about the arrangement of the incidents in a tragedy 

and the type of plot it ought to have”. 

Check your progress:-  

1. How should be the plot? 

1.9 Character- Protagonist:- 

In addition, the hero should not offend the moral sensibilities of the spectators, and 

as a character he must be true to type, true to life, and consistent. The hero's error 

or frailty (harmartia) is often misleadingly explained as his "tragic flaw," in the 

sense of that personal quality which inevitably causes his downfall or subjects him 

to retribution. However, overemphasis on a search for the decisive flaw in the 

protagonist as the key factor for understanding the tragedy can lead to superficial 

or false interpretations. It gives more attention to personality than the dramatists 

intended and ignores the broader philosophical implications of the typical plot's 

denouement. It is true that the hero frequently takes a step that initiates the events 

of the tragedy and, owing to his own ignorance or poor judgment, acts in such a 

way as to bring about his own downfall. In a more sophisticated philosophical 

sense though, the hero's fate, despite its immediate cause in his finite act, comes 

about because of the nature of the cosmic moral order and the role played by 

chance or destiny in human affairs. Unless the conclusions of most tragedies are 

interpreted on this level, the reader is forced to credit the Greeks with the most 

primitive of moral systems. 

Check your progress:-  

1. What type of character a hero should be? 

 

 

 

 



 

1.10 Devices-reversal, recognition etc:-  

Aristotle introduces the concepts of peripatetic (reversal of fortune) and 

anagnorisis (discovery or recognition) in his discussion of simple and complex 

plots. All plots lead from beginning to end in a probable or necessary sequence of 

events, but a simple plot does so without peripeteia or anagnorisis while a 

complex plot may have one or both of these elements. The peripeteia or 

anagnorisis of a complex plot should themselves be necessary or probable 

consequences of what came before so that they are a part of the plot and not 

unnecessary add-ons.Peripeteia is the reversal from one state of affairs to its 

opposite. Some element in the plot effects a reversal, so that the hero who thought 

he was in good shape suddenly finds that all is lost, or vice versa. 

      Anagnorisis is a change from ignorance to knowledge. This discovery will 

bring love and     happiness to characters that learn of good fortune, and hatred and 

misery to those who discover unhappy truths. The best kind of anagnorisis 

accompanies peripeteia. That is, a reversal of fortune effects a discovery or vice 

versa. For instance, Oedipus' discovery of who his mother is effects a reversal of 

fortune from proud king to horrible disgrace. Aristotle suggests that anagnorisis is 

possible by a number of other means as well, but it is most intimately connected to 

the plot when it accompanies peripeteia. The two together will help to arouse pity 

and fear and will also help to draw the play to its conclusion.In addition to 

peripeteia and anagnorisis, Aristotle defines a third part of the plot—suffering—as 

actions of destructive or painful nature, such as murders, torture, and woundings. 

Check your progress:-  

1. What is “Anagnorisis”? 

 

 

 

 

 

1.11 Diction, linguistic items, thought, style:- 

Here, having “dealt with” the “other parts of tragedy”, Aristotle states his 
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Intention to “say something about diction and thought”. Thought, he believes, has 

been covered in his “treatise on rhetoric, for it more properly belongs to that study” 

. It “includes all the effects produced by means of language”, including “proof and 

refutation, the awakening of emotions such as pity, fear, anger, and the like, and 

also exaggeration and depreciation”. Aristotle stresses that “in the action of the 

play the same principles should be observed whenever it is necessary to produce 

effects of pity or terror – with this difference, however, that here the effects must 

be made without verbal explanation” , while the “others are produced by mean of 

language coming from the lips of a speaker, and are dependent on the use of 

language” . With regard to “diction, one “branch of study”  relevant is that 

concerned with the “various forms of Richard L. W. Clarke LITS2306 Notes 06A 

10 expression, an understanding of which belongs to the art of elocution” . 

     Aristotle has in mind “such things as a command, a prayer, a statement, a threat, 

an answer, and so on”. He warns that the “poet’s art is not seriously criticized 

according to his knowledge or ignorance of these things” .Nouns may be 

“classified as simple or as double or compound”. Each is a “either as word in 

current use of a foreign load-word, a metaphor or an ornamental word, a poetic 

coinage or a word that has been expanded or abbreviated or otherwise altered”.  

By a“word in current use”  Aristotle means a “word that everybody uses by loan 

word one that other peoples use” .Metaphor is the “application to one thing of a 

name belonging to another thing; the transference may be from the genus to the 

species, from the species to the genus, or from one species to another, or it may be 

a matter of analogy”.  

An example of “transference from genus to species” is “‘Here lies my ship,’ for 

lying at anchor is a species of lying” “Transference from species to genus is seen in 

‘Odysseus has indeed performed ten thousand noble deeds,’ for ‘ten thousand . . . 

is used here instead of the word ‘many’”. “Transference from one species to 

another is seen in Draining off the life with the bronze’” for “‘draining off’ is used 

for ‘severing’” A “metaphor by analogy” occurs when, for example, a “cup stands 

in the same relationship to Dionysus as a shield to Ares, and one may therefore call 

the cup Dionysus ’s shield and the shield Ares’ cup” . Similarly, “old age is to life 

as evening is today, and so one may call old age the evening of life or the sunset of 

life” .Likewise, one might say “‘sowing his god-created flame’” whereby the 

“sun’s scattering of its flame stands in the same relationship to sunlight as sowing 

does to corn” . A “poetic coinage is a word which has not been in use among a 

people, but has been invented by the poet himself”. 

The “greatest virtue of diction is to be clear without being commonplace” The 

“clearest diction is that which consists of words in everyday use, but this is 

common place” Richard L. W. Clarke LITS2306 Notes 06A 11. By contrast, 

“diction abounding in unfamiliar usages has dignity, and is raised above the 



everyday level” by means of “loan-words, metaphors, expanded forms, and 

anything else that is out of the ordinary” Aristotle advocates a “mixture of the 

various elements” with “unusual words, the metaphors, the ornamental terms” etc. 

Preventing the “language from being mean and commonplace” while the 

“everyday words give the necessary clarity” “Among the most effective means of 

achieving both clarity of diction and a certain dignity is the use of expanded, 

abbreviated, and altered forms of words; the unfamiliarity due to this deviation 

from normal usages will raise the diction above the commonplace, while the 

retention of some part of the normal forms will make for clarity” As in all things, 

“moderation is necessary in all kinds of writing alike” . Everything has its place: it 

is laughable to use unusual words in comedies but how “great a difference is made 

by their being used properly may be seen in epic poetry if 

one replaces them with ordinary everyday words in the verse” .Although all the 

devices mentioned are important, Aristotle is of the view that the “most important 

thing to master is the use of metaphor” .it “cannot be learnt from anyone else, and 

it is the mark of great natural ability, for the ability to use metaphor well implies a 

perception of resemblances” .Aristotle believes that “different types of words” are 

suited to different genres: “compound forms are best suited to dithyrambs, 

unfamiliar borrowings to heroic verse, and metaphorical usages to iambic verse” 

which “as far as possible models itself on speech” and in which the “only 

appropriate terms are those that anyone might use in speeches” ,which are “words 

in current use, metaphors, and ornamental speech” At this point, Aristotle feels he 

has said enough “about tragedy and the art of representation by means of action”. 

Check your progress:- 

1. Which is the most important thing to master? 

1.12 Distinction between Epic and Tragedy. 

Here, Aristotle considers the question “which of the two forms of representation is 

the better, the epic or the tragic”.“If the better form is the less vulgar, and the less 

vulgar is always that which is designed to appeal to the better type of audience, 

then it is obvious that the form that appeals to everybody is extremely vulgar” .He 

criticizes “performers.  apt to go in for a great deal of unnecessary movement” 

including “bad flute players ”who “throw themselves about as if they have to 

represent throwing a discus”. 

 In much the same way that “more recent actors” are thought to be pale 

Imitations of their predecessors, so too is tragedy (a genre of more recent vintage) 

thought to be “obviously inferior” to its precursor the epic: for the “epic is said to 

appeal to cultivated readers who do not need the help of visible forms, while 

tragedy appeals to meaner minds”  



Aristotle counters, however, that this “way of arguing is a criticism of acting, not 

of poetry overacting or excessive movement on stage is not the fault of the play of 

its production. Tragedy “fulfils its own special function even without the help of 

action” “its quality can be seen from reading it” The “effect is as vivid when a  play 

is read as when it is acted” .Moreover, “tragedy has everything that epic has, and it 

can even use the epic measure” .It also “offers scenic effects and music, the source 

of a distinct feeling of pleasure” .Also, this “form of imitation achieves its ends in 

shorter compass, and what is more compact gives more pleasure than what is 

extended over a long period” .There is “less unity in the imitation of the epic 

poets” .something proved “by the fact that any one work of this kind contains 

matter for several tragedies”. 

In such cases, if the “epic poets” deal with a “single plot, either it will 

Appear truncated if it is briefly set out, or it will give the impression of being 

watered down if it observes the usual length of such poems” that is, those 

“composed of several actions” and which “have many parts, and each of a certain 

amplitude” though each being the “representation of a single action” . 

Aristotle concludes that if “tragedy is superior to epic in all these respects, and also 

in fulfilling its artistic function then obviously, in achieving its ends better than 

epic, it must be the better form of art” This, he intones, is all I have to say about 

tragedy and epic poetry, whether in general terms or in relation to their various 

forms and constituent parts; about the number and the characteristics of these parts; 

about the causes of their success or failure; and about the various critical problems 

and their solutions. 

Check your progress:- 

1. Epic poet deal with which plot? 

Conclusion:-  

 

Aristotle's Poetics aims to give an account of poetry. Aristotle does this by 

attempting to explain poetry through first principles and by classifying poetry into 

its different genres and component parts. The centerpiece of Aristotle's work is his 

examination of tragedy. This occurs in Chapter 6 of “Poetics”. “Tragedy, then, is 

an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude in 

language embellished with each kind of artistic ornaments, the several kinds being 

found in separate parts of the play. In the form of action, not of narrative, through 

pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions” 

 

 Check your progress: - Answers:- 



1.1- Natural human inclination toward imitation. 

1.2- The existing art forms. 

1.3- The imitation of an action. 

1.4- A scientific approach. 

1.5- “Worst”. 

1.6- When it is complex. 

1.7- “Suffering or calamity”. 

1.8- “Should so be ordered. 

1.9- “Must be true to type”. 

1.10- A change from ignorance to knowledge. 

1.11- The use of metaphor. 

1.12- A “single plot”. 

 

  Check your progress: - Self Study. 

1. ------------ is about actions and actions necessarily involve human actors (agents). 

2. The Poetics seems to be Aristotle's answer to--------- challenge at the end of the Republic. 
3. Aristotle proposes to study poetry by analyzing its------------ parts. 
4.  A------------ to arouse pity and fear. 

5. ------------must be a maker of plots rather than verses. 

6. ------------ is the whole of that part of a tragedy. 

7. It is true that------------ frequently takes a step that initiates the events of the tragedy. 
8. --------------- is the reversal from one state of affairs to its opposite. 

9. A------------- is a word which has not been in use among a people, but has been invented 
by the poet himself”. 

10. There is “less unity in the imitation of the---------- poets” . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



UNIT-II 

Philip Sidney: An Apology of Poetry. 

      Objectives 

      Introduction 

     2.1 Occasion for writing the essay, nature and function of poetry. 

2.2 Types of Poetry their excellences and demerits. 

2.3 Objections/charges against poetry and refutation of the charges. 

2.4 Condition/State of poetry in contemporary times. 

     2.5 Peroration-conclusion of the oration. 

      Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

      Check Your Progress:-Self Study.. 

 

      Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with “An Apology of Poetry” By Philip Sidney. We are 

going to study Sidney and his opinion about poetry and essay.This chapter will 

give you information about: 

 Types of poetry. 

 Occasion for writing the essay. 

 State of poetry in contemporary times. 

 Conclusion of the oration. 

 

 

 

 



Introduction:-  

Sir Philip Sidney (30 November 1554 – 17 October 1586) was an English poet, 

courtier, and soldier, who is remembered as one of the most prominent figures of 

the Elizabethan age. His works include Astrophel and Stella, The Defence of Poesy 

(also known as The Defence of Poetry or An Apology for Poetry), and The 

Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia. 

Born at Penshurst Place, Kent, he was the eldest son of Sir Henry Sidney and Lady 

Mary Dudley. His mother was the eldest daughter of John Dudley, 1st Duke of 

Northumberland, and the sister of Robert Dudley, 1st Earl of Leicester. His 

younger brother, Robert was a statesman and patron of the arts, and was created 

Earl of Leicester in 1618. His younger sister, Mary, married Henry Herbert, 2nd 

Earl of Pembroke and was a writer, translator and literary patron. Sidney dedicated 

his longest work, the Arcadia, to her. After her brother's death, Mary reworked the 

Arcadia, which became known as The Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia. 

Philip was educated at Shrewsbury School and Christ Church, Oxford. In 1572 he 

was elected to Parliament as Member of Parliament for Shrewsbury
[1]

 and in the 

same year travelled to France as part of the embassy to negotiate a marriage 

between Elizabeth I and the Duc D'Alençon. He spent the next several years in 

mainland Europe, moving through Germany, Italy, Poland, the Kingdom of 

Hungary and Austria. On these travels, he met a number of prominent European 

intellectuals and politicians. During a 1577 diplomatic visit to Prague, Sidney 

secretly visited the exiled Jesuit priest Edmund Campion.
[2] 

“An Apology of Poetry”:-  

Sidney wrote An Apology for Poetry (or, The Defence of Poesy) in approximately 

1579, and it was published in 1595, after his death. 

This is generally believed that he was at least partly motivated by Stephen Gosson, 

a former playwright who dedicated his attack on the English stage, The School of 

Abuse, to Sidney in 1579, but Sidney primarily addresses more general objections 

to poetry, such as those of Plato. In his essay, Sidney integrates a number of 

classical and Italian precepts on fiction. The essence of his defense is that poetry, 

by combining the liveliness of history with the ethical focus of philosophy, is more 

effective than either history or philosophy in rousing its readers to virtue. The work 

also offers important comments on Edmund Spenser and the Elizabethan stageSir 

Philip Sidney’s influence can be seen throughout the subsequent history of English 

literary criticism. One of the most important examples is in the work of the poet 
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and critic, Percy Bysshe Shelley. Shelley’s modern argument for poetry is cast in a 

Romantic strain in his critical work titled A Defence of Poetry. In 1858, William 

Stigant, a Cambridge-educated translator, poet and essayist, writes in his essay "Sir 

Philip Sidney"
[1]

 that Shelley's "beautifully written Defence of Poetry" is a work 

which "analyses the very inner essence of poetry and the reason of its existence, - 

its development from, and operation on, the mind of man". Shelley writes in 

Defence that while "ethical science arranges the elements which poetry has 

created," and leads to a moral civil life, poetry acts in a way that "awakens and 

enlarges the mind itself by rendering it the receptacle of a thousand unapprehended 

combinations of thought". 

Sidney’s influence on future writers could also be analyzed from the standpoint of 

his handling of the utilitarian viewpoint. The utilitarian view of rhetoric can be 

traced from Sophists, Joseph Justus Scaliger, Petrus Ramus and humanists to 

Sidney. For instance, Sidney, following Aristotle, writes that praxis (human action) 

is tantamount to gnosis (knowledge). Men drawn to music, astronomy, philosophy 

and so forth all direct themselves to "the highest end of the mistress knowledge, by 

the Greeks called architectonike [literally, "of or for a master builder"], which 

stands, as I think, in the knowledge of a man’s self, in the ethic and politic 

consideration, with the end of well-doing, and not of well-knowing only". Sidney’s 

program of literary reform concerns the connection between art and virtue. One of 

the themes of the Apology is the insufficiency of simply presenting virtue as a 

precept; the poet must move men to virtuous action. Poetry can lead to virtuous 

action. Action relates to experience. From Sidney, the utilitarian view of rhetoric 

can be traced to Coleridge's criticism, and for instance, to the reaction to the 

Enlightenment. Coleridge's brief treatise On Poesy or Art sets forth a theory of 

imitation which bears a remarkable resemblance to that of Sidney. 

The contemporary impact of Sidney’s Apology is largely derivative of the 

humanistic precepts that inform the work, and its linkage of the rhetorical with the 

civic virtue of prudence. Prudence offers a middle ground between two extremes. 

Prudence, as a virtue, places a greater value on praxis than gnosis. Action is thus 

more important than abstract knowledge. It deals with the question of how to 

combine stability with innovation 

Sidney’s influence on future critics and poets relates more closely to his view of 

the place of poets in society. Sidney describes poetry as creating a separate reality. 

The Romantic notion, as seen in Wordsworth, is that poetry privileges perception, 

imagination and modes of understanding. Wordsworth seeks to go back to nature 

for moments recollected in tranquility. Sidney, like Shelley and Wordsworth, sees 
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the poet as being separate from society. To Sidney the poet is not tied to any 

subjection. He saw art as equivalent to "skill," a profession to be learned or 

developed, and nature as the objective, empirical world. The poet can invent, and 

thus in effect grows another nature. 

Sidney writes that there “is no art delivered to mankind that hath not the works of 

nature for his principal object”. The poet then does not depart from external nature. 

His works are "imitation" or "fiction," made of the materials of nature, and are 

shaped by the artist's vision. This vision is one that demands the reader's awareness 

of the art of imitation created through the "maker," the poet. Sidney's notion of 

"fore-conceit" means that a conception of the work must exist in the poet's mind 

before it is written. Free from the limitations of nature, and independent from 

nature, poetry is capable of "making things either better than Nature bringeth forth, 

or, quite anew, forms such as never were in Nature". 

Sidney’s doctrine presents the poet as creator. The poet’s mediating role between 

two worlds – transcendent forms and historical actuality – corresponds to the 

Neoplatonic doctrine of emanation. A complement to this doctrine is the concept of 

return or catharsis, which finds a parallel in Sidney’s contemplation of virtue, 

based on man’s rational desire.Apology contains only elements of Neoplatonism 

without adhering to the full doctrine. 

Thirdly, Sidney implies a theory of metaphoric language in his work. A recurring 

motif in Apology is painting or “portraiture”. Apology applies language use in a 

way suggestive of what is known in modern literary theory as semiotics. His 

central premise, as was that of Socrates in Plato's The Republic, is that poetry is an 

art of imitation, that is a “representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth” not unlike 

a “speaking picture”. Sidney pays his homage to Aristotle also. Yet he develops his 

own idea of metaphoric language, one that it is based on an analogy through 

universal correspondences. Sidney’s humanist poetics and his tendency to 

harmonize disparate extremes – to seek mediation – find expression in poetic 

works by John Donne. 

The life and writings of Sir Philip Sidney remain a legacy. In 1819, Thomas 

Campbell concludes that Sidney's life was "poetry in action," and then in 1858 

William Stigant wrote that "Sidney's real poem was his life, and his teaching was 

his example". 

An Apology for Poetry is one of the most important contributions to literary theory 

written in English during the Renaissance. Sidney advocates a place for poetry 
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within the framework of an aristocratic state, while showing concern for both 

literary and national identity. Sidney responds in Apology to an emerging antipathy 

to poetry as expressed in Stephen Gosson’s The Schoole of Abuse. Gosson offers 

what is in essence a puritan attack on imaginative literature (Griffiths 5). What is at 

stake in Sidney’s argument is a defense of poetry’s nobility. The significance of 

the nobility of poetry is its power to move readers to virtuous action. True poets 

must teach and delight – a view that dates back to Horace. 

In an era of antipathy to poetry and puritanical belief in the corruption engendered 

by literature, Sidney’s defense was a significant contribution to the genre of 

literary criticism. It was England’s first philosophical defense in which he 

describes poetry’s ancient and indispensable place in society, its mimetic nature, 

and its ethical function. Among Sidney’s gifts to his contemporaries were his 

respect for tradition and willingness to experiment. An example of the latter is his 

approach to Plato. He reconfigures Plato’s argument against poets by saying poets 

are “the least liar”.Poets never claim to know the truth, nor “make circles around 

your imagination,” nor rely on authority. As an expression of a cultural attitude 

descending from Aristotle, Sidney, when stating that the poet "never affirmeth," 

makes the claim that all statements in literature are hypothetical or pseudo-

statements. Sidney, as a traditionalist, however, gives attention to drama in 

contradistinction to poetry. Drama, writes Sidney, is “observing neither rules of 

honest civility nor of skillful poetry” and thus cannot do justice to this genre. 

In Sidney's day anti-theatricality, an aesthetic and ideological concern, flourished 

among Sidney’s circle at court. Theatre became a contentious issue in part because 

of the culmination of a growing contempt for the values of the emergent consumer 

culture. An expanding money economy encouraged social mobility. Europe, at this 

time, had its first encounter with inflation. London's theatres at that time grew in 

popularity so much that by 1605, despite the introduction of charges, London 

commercial theatres could accommodate up to eight thousand men and women. 

Sidney had his own views on drama. In Apology, he shows opposition to the 

current of his day that pays little attention to unity of place in drama, but more 

specifically, his concern is with the "manner" that the "matter" is conveyed. He 

explains that tragedy is not bound to history or the narrative but to "laws of poesy," 

having "liberty, either to feign a quite new matter, or to frame the history to the 

most tragical conveniency". 

Sidney employs a number of strategies to assert the proper place of poetry. For 

instance, he argues against the way in which poetry was misaligned with youth, the 

effeminate and the timorous. He does so by introducing the idea that “poetry is the 
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companion of camps” and by invoking the heroes of ages past. Sidney’s reverence 

for the poet as soldier is significant because he himself was a soldier at one time. 

Poetry, in Apology, becomes an art that requires the noble stirring of courage. 

Sidney writes An Apology for Poetry in the form of a judicial oration for the 

defense, and thus it is like a trial in structure. Crucial to his defense is the 

descriptive discourse and the idea that poetry creates a separate reality. Sidney 

employs forensic rhetoric as a tool to make the argument that poetry not only 

conveys a separate reality, but that it has a long and venerable history, and it does 

not lie. It is defensible in its own right as a means to move readers to virtuous 

action. 

 2.1 Occasion for writing the essay, nature and function of poetry:- 

           Poetry-the earliest form of composition in all countries. Sidney points out 

why poetry deserves to be honored esteemed and valued highly. It is the first 

source of knowledge in all the languages. We support from our native Marathi-

lilacharitra a Mahanubhaviya epic or Padmavat in Urdu. 

A) Nourishment for mind: - It is poetry which serves as the first nurse to 

provide illumination for the minds, users of newly born language. It 

nourishes their minds for acquisition of other and more difficult forms of 

knowledge. In Greece, for example, the earliest writers were Musaeus, 

homer and Hesoid, all poets. 

B) Mode of writing:-The historians borrowed from poetry their mode of 

writing. Heodotus and many, who followed him later, derive from poetry 

their method of describing human behavior and passions in moving 

manner. Neither philosophies nor historian could have achieved much 

popularity if they had not employed poetic methods and modes of writing. 

C) Free poetry:-The poet is not tied to the things and objects existing in 

Nature. Every art/branch of knowledge has the works of nature for its 

principal object. For instance, Astromer has solar system arithmetic and 

study things measurable. 
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D) Poetry leads Human Beings to Virtuous Actions: Natural science, social 

science are forms of learning and are directed to the highest end which is 

knowledge of his own self by man considered as moral and social being. 

But these are subordinate compared to poetry. The final end of all earthly 

learning is virtuous action and poetry stands supreme. 

E) The power of poetry moves the readers mind: - Even if the philosopher 

teaches the reader more perfectly than poet, yet he can’t equal the poet in 

the latter’s capacity to move the mind of the reader. Nobody can receive 

any moral teaching if his mind is not first moved by the desire to be 

taught. Teaching has no value if it does not move a man to act upon the 

lesson. It only knows that is important but acting upon the knowledge 

which one has acquired. 

Check your progress:- 

1. Who moves the mind of the reader? 

2.2 Types of Poetry their excellences and demerits:- 

Poetry an art of Invitation, intended to teach and to delight.  

Three kinds of poetry:- 

 1) We find divine poetry in old testament and Bible, other religion readers may 

not read this kind of poetry, they can find many drawbacks in this kind of poetry.  

2) Poetry which deals with philosophical matters which we find in Virgil and 

Lucretius. But this type of poetry suffers from disadvantage, It has demerits like it 

can’t be understood by the people who are not philosophical or metaphysical, to 

understand this kind of poetry one has to be very good in knowing all literary 

terms. 

3) Its third kind of poetry which is true poetry. These poets borrow nothing from 

what is happening or what has happened or what will happen. There are no 

restrictions on choice of subject, but demerits of this kind of poetries are they can 



be called as selfish poems, as they don’t have to do anything with the outer world, 

they can be written on any subjects as there are no restrictions. They can affect the 

social health of a society by hurting people in the society. 

Check your progress:- 

1. Where do we find Devine poetry? 

 

     2.3 Objections/charges against poetry and refutation of the charges:- 

          1) One objection is that a man can better spend his time in pursuit of 

knowledge than reading poetry. Now, no knowledge is as good as that which can 

teach virtue and acquire virtue as powerfully as poetry can. 

         2) Second objection is that poetry is the mother of all lies. The fact is that the 

poet is the least liar. Astronomer, physician, cartographer may arrive at wrong 

conclusions, but poet never lies because he does not make assertive conclusions. 

He does not tell his readers what is and what is not. He only tells them what should 

be or what should not be. Aesop never claimed that animals speak and performed 

these actions. These stories are taken symbolic or allegoric sense. 

     3) It is said eligic poetry is always lamenting the absence of mistress, lyrical 

poetry is voluptuous, even heroic poetry depicts lustful love as something 

admirable. The fact is otherwise. Love is something beautiful and admirable. Love 

and beauty are not a fault. If poet depicts love as a lust its his fault. The art of 

poetry can’t be accused. 

   4) An incentive for soldiers and warriors:-One of the charges against poetry is it 

weakens human beings, makes them effeminate. In fact, while poetry does 

encourage a contemplative and imaginative life, is encourages men to perform 

brave deeds. Active men of Greece received their inspiration of bravery from 

Homer’s poetry.  

 



Check your progress:- 

1. What does heroic poetry depict? 

 

2.4 Condition/State of poetry in contemporary times:- 

Inferior  poets writing and publishing poetry in England. In the past the 

poets have flourished .Reputation had fallen. Inferior poets were 

disgracing muse. A natural genius of poetry alone is not enough. Proper 

training is necessary. Even a gifted poet needs art and technique, good 

role models in front and sustained practice. English poets wrote as if they 

knew everything, while in fact that poems are not products of their 

knowledge. Specimens of good poetry are Chauce in Troilus and 

Cressida but even Chauce had his limitations. Earl of Surrey’s lyrics 

were excellent. Spencer, inspite of rustic, barbaric obsolete words, had 

much of good poetry. 

Check your progress:- 

1. What is not enough? 

 2.5 Peroration-conclusion of the oration:- 

   Thus to conclude we can say that this treatment of Sir Philip Sidney's An apology 

for poetry supports the views that his humanistic defence of literature is, in its 

broadest interpretation, Ciceronian; that his conception of the poetic ‘image’ 

derives from the scholastic analysis of Christian psychology; and that his most 

pervasive literary debts are to Aristotle and Horace. It emphasizes, in addition, the 

importance of Aristotle's Rhetoric in Sidney's analysis of poetic subject-matter in 

relation to the materiae of the other arts and sciences; and, on the basis of sources 

untraced until now, shows that, by rejecting   Neoplatonic  attitudes towards 

poetry, his argument is more consistent than previously recognized. 

Since poetry has fallen from ‘the highest estimation of learning’ to be ‘the 

laughing-stock of children’, Sidney proposes to bring four ‘available proofs’ to its 

defence (96.2–4). For ease of reference, we shall refer to these proofs as (1) by 

antiquity, (2) by etymology, (3) by ‘kinds’, and (4) by purpose. Each of the last 



three arises reasonably out of its preceding proof, and, as will be apparent, overlaps 

to some degree with each of the other proofs. Taken together these constitute 

Sidney's central argument and form, even before their subsequent recapitulation 

and amplification, just under half of the treatise as a whole (96.8–115.34). 

The first proof is primarily introductory and argues for the pre-eminence of poetry 

on the basis of its antiquity. In most cultures the earliest, and often the most 

distinguished, writings have been in verse, and this has even been true (anticipating 

the fourth proof) of historians and philosophers. 

 Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

2.1- A poet. 

2.2- In old-testament and Bible. 

2.3- lustful love. 

2.4- A natural genius of poetry. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

1. Natural science, social science  are forms of----------. 

2. The poet is not tied to the---------and objects. 

3. Poetry which deals with----------matters which we find in Virgil and Lucretius. 

4. ------------can affect the social health of a society by hurting people in the society.  

5. A man can better spend his time in pursuit of--------- than reading------------. 

6. Active men of Greece received their inspiration of bravery from---------- poetry.  

7. ------------- in spite of rustic, barbaric obsolete words, had much of good poetry. 

8. Even a gifted poet needs--------- and----------. 

9. --------------Supports the views that his humanistic defense of literature. 

10. The final end of all earthly learning Is----------- and poetry stands supreme. 

 



 

UNIT-III 

Dr.Johnson: A Preface to Shakespeare:- 

      Objectives 

      Introduction 

3.1- General comments on the merits of the ancients and Shakespeare’s 

popularity. 

3.2 - Plays, Characters and themes of Shakespeare’s plays 

3.3- Defense of Shakespeare’s intermingling of the tragic and the comic in his 

plays. 

3.4- Merits and Demerits of Shakespeare as an artist and his art. 

3.5- Defense of Shakespeare’s Violation of the rule of the unities. 

3.6- Plots of Shakespeare’s Plays. 

3.7- Shakespeare’s learning, his art etc. 

3.8- Editorial problems faced by Johnson. 

3.9-  Conclusion- Assessment of Shakespeare. 

 Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with “A Preface to Shakespeare” By Dr. Johnson. We 

are going to study Dr. Johnson and his opinion about Shakespeare and his work. 

This chapter will give you information about: 

 Plots of Shakespeare’s Plays. 

 Shakespeare’s art. 

 Merits and Demerits of Shakespeare as an artist and his art. 

 Conclusion-Assessment of Shakespeare. 



Introduction:- 

Dr Samuel Johnson (18 September 1709 – 13 December 1784), often referred to 

as Dr Johnson, was an English writer who made lasting contributions to English 

literature as a poet, essayist, moralist, literary critic, biographer, editor and 

lexicographer. Johnson was a devout Anglican and committed Tory, and has been 

described as "arguably the most distinguished man of letters in English history".He 

is also the subject of "the most famous single work of biographical art in the whole 

of literature": James Boswell's Life of Samuel Johnson. After nine years of work, 

Johnson's A Dictionary of the English Language was published in 1755. It had a 

far-reaching effect on Modern English and has been described as "one of the 

greatest single achievements of scholarship".This work brought Johnson popularity 

and success. Until the completion of the Oxford English Dictionary 150 years later, 

Johnson's was viewed as the pre-eminent British dictionary. His later works 

included essays, an influential annotated edition of William Shakespeare's plays. 

Dr. Johnson's Preface to Shakespeare is one of the most famous critical essays 

of the eighteenth century, and yet too many students have forgotten that it is, 

precisely, a preface to the plays of Shakespeare, edited by Dr. Johnson himself. 

That is to say, the edition itself has been obscured or overshadowed by its preface, 

and the sustained effort of that essay has virtually monopolized scholarly attention-

-much of which should be directed to the commentary. Johnson's love for 

Shakespeare's plays is well known; nowhere is this more manifest than in his notes 

on them. And it is on the notes that his claim to remembrance as a critic of 

Shakespeare must rest, for the famous Preface is, after all, only rarely an original 

and personal statement. 

Samuel Johnson’s Preface to 'The Plays of William Shakespeare’ is a classical 

document of literary criticism. It is proof enough of the qualities of lucidity, energy 

and individuality on the part of Johnson, who has presented before us an impartial 
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and objective judgment of Shakespeare. In the Preface, Johnson has enumerated 

the faults of Shakespeare about which Raleigh writes, “The detailed analysis of the 

faults is a fine piece of criticism and has never been seriously challenged.” 

The first thing that needs to be observed is why the obscurities have crept into the 

writings of Shakespeare. The reasons are – careless manner of publication; use of 

colloquial English; use of many allusions, references etc. to topical events and 

personalities; rapid flow of ideas that often hurries him to move to the second 

thought before the first one is fully elaborated. Johnson in writing this Preface has 

performed the service to Shakespeare in making obscurities and confusing clearly 

understandable. 

Talking of his historical approach to literature Johnson pointed out the limitation 

under which Shakespeare worked, saying that Shakespeare wrote for uncultured 

audience and therefore his plays are full of exciting incidents and shows. His 

(Shakespeare’s) plots borrowed from novels – he chose the most popular, read by 

many. Johnson was of the view that literature is not written according to a fixed 

pattern but is conditioned by a writer’s age and environment. 

Now let’s elaborate Dr. Johnson’s view on Shakespeare with following points:- 

 

3.1- General comments on the merits of the ancients and Shakespeare’s 

popularity:-  

He wrote a number of critical essays on Shakespeare in the Rambler. Even in the 

dictionary Shakespeare is found to be the most quoted author. After the publication 

of dictionary in 1755, Johnson issued in 1756, his elaborate Proposals for printing 

the Dramatic Works of William Shakespeare, magnificent in their range and 

discernment.”The whole duty of a Shakespearean commentator and critic is here, 

for the first time expunded. The complete collection   of the early editions, the 

tracing of Shakespeare’s   work with that of other great poets ancient and modern-

all this and more is promised in the proposals. 



Shakespeare is above all writer, at last above all modern writer according to 

Johnson. His supreme merit is that he portrays general nature and that’s made in 

popular in many ways, at his time. His characters are “the genuine progeny of 

common humanity such as the world will always find. His person act and speak by 

the influence of those general passions and principles by which all minds are 

agitated, this was the main reason why Shakespeare was famous in the society at 

that time. Nevertheless we can say that he is famous till now also because of his 

this kind of speciality.  

Check Your Progress:- 

1. Who is found to be the most quoted author? 

3.2 Plays, Characters and themes of Shakespeare’s plays:- 

In Shakespeare’s characterization we find a realistic and convincing portrayal 

of human nature. Shakespeare does not depict persons of either fabulous 

excellence or unexampled depravity. The characters in his plays are not heroes 

but only human beings who act and think in the way in which the reader 

himself would act and think under the circumstances. Even where the agency is 

supernatural, the dialogue accords with real life. In his plays Shakespeare has 

shown human nature not only as it acts in real solutions but as it would be 

found in situation which may never arise. 

 

Shakespeare is most original in his portrayal of characters. Johnson says that no 

writer before him, with the possible exception of Chaucer, has portrayed human 

character in such a realistic manner. Shakespeare has gathered his knowledge of 

human nature from this personal observation. This knowledge has enabled him 

to portray a multiplicity and diversity of character and to reveal subtle 

distinctions between man and man. In this respect, he has none to intimate, 

though he himself has been imitated by all writers. Whether life or nature is his 

subject, he gives evidence of having seen things with his own eyes. 

 

It is because of the universality of his characterization that Shakespeare’s plays are 

full of practical axioms and domestic wisdom. From them can be formulated a 

philosophy of life, of great practical value in real life. He is not great only in 

particular passages but the entire conduct of his action brings out his greatness as a 

poet of (human) nature. 

Shakespeare’s realism, says Johnson is to be seen also in the fact that he does no 

give undue prominence to the passion of love in his plays. Dramatists in general 

give an excessive importance to the theme of love and often violate probability and 



misrepresent life. Shakespeare knows that- “Love is only one of many passions,” 

and that it has no great influence upon the sum of life. 

Shakespeare, says Johnson, is the originator of “the form, the character, the 

language and the shows” of English drama. He is the first playwright whose tragic 

as well as the comic plays succeed in providing the dramatic pleasure appropriate 

to them. 

 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. Which thing Shakespeare doesn’t give in his play regarding the passion 

of love? 

3.3- Defense of Shakespeare’s intermingling of the tragic and the comic in his 

plays:- 

Samuel Johnson's Preface to Shakespeare is a monumental work in the world of 

literary criticism, and his explanation for Shakespeare's tendency to include 

tragedy in his comedies and comedy in his tragedies demonstrates that Johnson 

understood and admired the bard's ability to depict human nature in a realistic 

fashion.  Johnson wrote that human nature“ partakes of good and evil, joy and 

sorrow, mingled with endless variety of proportion and innumerable modes of 

combination.” 

Thus, Shakespeare's inclusion of comedic relief in his tragedies or tragic figures 

(Shylock in Merchant of Venice) is simply the playwright's accurate portrayal of 

life's true nature--it is a blend of hardship and happiness, which often exists in 

one's life at the same time. 

 

Johnson defends Shakespeare for his mingling of the tragic and comic elements in 

his plays on the ground of realism. Such mingling only serves to show us the 

course of the world in which “the loss of one is the gain of another, at the same 

time” “the reveler hastening to his wine and the mourner burying his friend.” 

 



Nor does Johnson disapprove of Shakespeare’s violation of the unities of place and 

time. He defends Shakespeare on the ground of dramatic illusion. Literature is to 

be appreciated not by the literal sense but by the imagination. The audience’s 

imagination is kept very active when he watches a play. The audience knows that 

he is going to watch a fictitious reality. If an audience in a theatre can accept the 

stage as a locality in the city of Rome, he will also accept the change from Rome to 

Alexandria. The unity of time may like wise be violated on the same principle. 

 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. On which state does Dr. Johnson defends Shakespeare? 

3.4- Merits and Demerits of Shakespeare as an artist and his art:- 

MERITS:- 

Johnson stated in his essay that he was amazed by Shakespeare’s imagination ,the 

following the phantoms which other writer raise up before him may here be cured 

of his delirious ecstasies. Johnson lies in his assessment of Shakespeare as an artist 

is in his ability to connect with both the audiences of his time period and those that 

followed.  For Johnson, this becomes the critical element in which Shakespeare's 

value as both works of literature and the artist who created them can be properly 

assigned:  “This, therefore, is the praise of Shakespeare, that his drama is the 

mirror of life.”  This mirror is one that has enabled Shakespeare's value as an artist 

to merit appreciation from Johnson.  I think that Johnson also makes an important 

statement about Shakespeare's value as an artist in suggesting that Shakespeare 

kept an eye on the maintenance of a moral order in his world, and thus in ours. 

 While he does offer criticism that Shakespeare does not demonstrate poetic 

justice, Johnson argues that Shakespeare's value is that moral issues are raised 

through "the common intercourse of life."  Shakespeare's value as an artist is 

assessed in the fact that he does not operate "in a closet," but rather is willing to 

show moral and ethical challenges in the real world with characters who live in the 

world of the real: 

Mankind was not then to be studied in the closet; he that would know the world, 

was under the necessity of gleaning his own remarks, by mingling as he could in 

its business and amusements. 

It is in this display where Shakespeare's work is seen as the highest that "drama can 

give."  In this, one sees Shakespeare's value as an artist is evident in the display of 



this real world discussion of individual action and in how such a demonstration is 

not temporal or condition.  Through this, Johnson is able to evaluate Shakespeare 

in the highest of calibers.  His work is applicable to the contexts that follow 

Shakespeare in just as many as it was in the time period in which he wrote. 

Demerits:- 

The faults of Shakespeare as elaborated by Johnson are: 

• There is a lack of propriety as the jests are gross and the pleasantries licentious. 

 

• Shakespeare sacrifices virtue to convenience. He makes no justification of good 

and evil. 

 

• The tragi-comedies (neither comedies nor tragedies) are not in accordance with 

the rules. Moreover, some plots are loosely constructed and have improbable 

endings. 

 

• Then there is lack of poetic justice especially in tragedies. The major figures 

suffer more that they deserve – the punishment inflicted on them is 

disproportionate to their sins. 

 

• There are instances of Shakespeare’s violation of chronology (called 

anachronisms). 

 

• As regards the faults in tragedies, Johnson was of the opinion that the display of 

passion which urgency forces out are for the most part striking and energetic but 

when he tries his own inventions the result is humour, meanness and obscurity. 

 

• The fault in comedies is that Shakespeare is commonly gross in his jests. Neither 



his gentleman nor ladies possess any delicacy. They are not sufficiently 

distinguished from Shakespeare’s clowns by the possession of refined manners. 

 

• Dr. Johnson is of the opinion, “In narration he affects disproportionate pomp of 

diction and a wearisome train of circumlocution, and tells the incident imperfectly 

in many words, which might have been more plainly delivered in few.”  

 

• Shakespeare has also been blamed by Johnson for not following the unities of 

time and place. At this point, Johnson also presents his defense of Shakespeare for 

failing to observe the unities. “The unities of time and place are always to be 

sacrificed to the nobler beauties of variety and instruction”, says Johnson, although 

unity of action must be maintained. Johnson actually in refuting the unities of time 

and place gives up his neo-classical garb and becomes a liberal critic in this regard. 

He justifies this by saying that the audience knows that it is only a stage and the 

players are mere actors and not for a moment do they believe what they are seeing 

is literally true. Even if they do for a moment they can easily imagine a little more 

– they can imagine the stage as different places. 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. What did not study in the closet? 

3.5- Defense of Shakespeare’s Violation of the rule of the unities:- 

Johnson claims that with Shakespeare's histories, the unites of time, place, and 

action are largely irrelevant since, in his plays, "the changes of action be so 

prepared as to be understood, that the incidents be various and affecting, and the 

characters consistent, natural and distinct. No other unity is intended, and therefore 

none is to be sought." 



With his other works (comedies and tragedies), Johnson adds that Shakespeare 

sustains the unity of action; even when the events are out of order or superfluous, 

Shakespeare does stick to Aristotle's linear progression of having a discernible 

beginning, middle, and end. 

In terms of time and place, the law of the unities states that for a play to be credible 

(believable), the events of the play should be limited to a particular place and the 

time limited to 24 hours. Otherwise, the audience will have trouble suspending 

disbelief (believing the events could happen) which is to say the audience will have 

trouble forgetting that they are watching a play. Johnson counters this by saying 

that all plays are plays: 

The truth is that the spectators are always in their senses, and know, from the first 

act to the last, that the stage is only a stage, and that the players are only players. 

Therefore, these limitations based on being credible to the audience can not be 

applied. Johnson also adds that the pleasure of watching theater is that it is 

fictional; it is not necessary that they have to believe it could happen: "The delight 

of tragedy proceeds from our consciousness of fiction; if we thought murders and 

treasons real, they would please no more." 

Johnson adds that "the unities of time and place are not essential to a just drama . . . 

" and that simply sticking to the rules does not make a drama good. That which 

makes Shakespeare's plays "just" is how deeply they apply to human nature. This 

is perhaps the most significant praise in the essay. For Johnson, there is something 

true and universal about Shakespeare's appreciation of human nature and this is 

what makes him timeless. Johnson notes that: "This therefore is the praise of 

Shakespeare, that his drama is the mirror of life”. 

Johnson does fault Shakespeare for focusing too much on the convenience of the 

storyline, therefore ignoring the use of his plays as instruction (showing how good 

could/should triumph over evil). But overall, it is Shakespeare's ability to copy 

nature (art imitating life), being believable or unbelievable, that makes any of 

Shakespeare's so called faults irrelevant. 

Check Your Progress:-  

Who are always in their senses? 

3.6- Plots of Shakespeare’s Plays:- 



Defective Plot:-Next Johnson turns his attention towards the plots of 

Shakespeare’s plays. His plots usually too loosely constructed and very carelessly 

pursued that it seems he himself did not always apprehend his own design. He 

always opted for the easy situations rejecting the grand exhibitions. 

 Check Your Progress:-  

1. How is the construction of plot of Shakespeare according to Johnson? 

 

3.7- Shakespeare’s learning, his art etc:- 

Dr. Samuel Johnson in his Preface to Shakespeare highly praises Shakespeare’s art 

of characterization. Shakespeare’s characters, he argues, do not belong to the 

society of a particular place or time; they are universal whereas in the works of 

other writers a character is often an individual. Shakespeare’s characters are 

progeny of common humanity such as will always remain I this world and whom 

our eyes will continue to meet. 

 

But though Shakespeare’s characters are universally delineated, says Johnson, it is 

easy to distinguish one from another. Most of the speeches are so apt that they 

cannot be transplanted from the character to which Shakespeare has given it. His 

characters are not exaggerated. He does not give us purely virtuous or utterly 

depraved characters. We may even say that he has no heroes in his plays; on the 

contrary, it is common humanity that he depicts. Even when the plot calls for a 

supernatural agent, the tone of the dialogues of various characters remains life-like 

and realistic. Shakespeare “approximates the remote and familiarities the 

wonderful.” He presents human nature not merely as it reacts to the common 

situations of life but also as it may act in extraordinary situations. 

 

Another reason for which Johnson appreciates Shakespeare’s art of 

characterization is that his characters sometimes cause seriousness and sorrow and 

sometimes levity and laughter. The critic argues that life is an ebb and flow of 

sorrow and happiness; good and ill. Hence a portal of life should consist of both. 

 

 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of characters has invited censure from some critics. 

Dennis and Rymer complain that his Romans are no sufficiently Roman. Voltaire’s 

protest is that his kings are not kings in the strict sense, that one of them – Claudius 



in Hamlet- is depicted as a drunk. In reality, argues Johnson, Shakespeare assigns 

nature a prominent role. His story or plot may demand Romans or Kings, but what 

he shows is the human nature in them. Romans and kings are essentially human 

beings- what befalls all human may befall them too. 

 

Johnson’s appreciation of Shakespeare’s portrayal of characters is quite 

appropriate. The critic finds that no writer before Shakespeare, with the possible 

exception of Chaucer, has delineated human character in so realistic a manner. 

Johnson also shows that no knowledge of psychology had been there to help 

Shakespeare with theoretical hints for his character portrayal and that he acquired 

his knowledge of human nature from his personal observation. 

 

Yet none of his characters is branded as second rate. His characters are full of 

principles and axioms, true for all time. 

Check Your Progress:-  

1. What does Johnson appreciate? 

3.8- Editorial problems faced by Johnson:- 

At the end, Johnson gives a detailed account of his own procedure. He collated the 

text carefully. The earlier editors have tried to rescue the texts. He restored many 

of the reading of the First Folio and introduced some from the Quartos. He was the 

first to be convinced that the First Folio was superior to the second and was alone 

author. About emendation he probably true, and therefore is not to be disturbed for 

the sake of elegance learned to trust it less. The history of Shakespeare criticism 

would be shorter than it is Johnson’s views on the emendation of the text had been 

more extensively adopted. The last part of the preface should be read for the 

valuable opinions of Johnson on the duties and responsibilities of an editor. 

Check Your Progress:-  

1. Who tried to rescue the text? 

 3.9-   Conclusion- Assessment of Shakespeare:- 

Thus Samuel Johnson’s preface to The Plays of William Shakespeare has long 

been considered a classic document of English literary criticism. In it Johnson sets 



forth his editorial principles and gives an appreciative analysis of the “excellences” 

and “defects” of the work of the great Elizabethan dramatist. Many of his points 

have become fundamental tenets of modern criticism; others give greater insight 

into Johnson’s prejudices than into Shakespeare’s genius. The resonant prose of 

the preface adds authority to the views of its author. 

Perhaps no other document exhibits the character of eighteenth century literary 

criticism better than what is commonly known as Johnson’s Preface to 

Shakespeare. Written after Johnson had spent nine years laboring to produce an 

edition of Shakespeare’s plays, the Preface to Shakespeare is characterized by 

sweeping generalizations about the dramatist’s work and by stunning 

pronouncements about its merits, judgments that elevated Shakespeare to the top 

spot among European writers of any century. At times, Johnson displays the 

tendency of his contemporaries to fault Shakespeare for his propensity for 

wordplay and for ignoring the demands for poetic justice in his plays; readers of 

subsequent generations have found these criticisms to reflect the inadequacies of 

the critic more than they do those of the dramatist. What sets Johnson’s work apart 

from that of his contemporaries, however, is the immense learning that lies beneath 

so many of his judgments; he consistently displays his familiarity with the texts, 

and his generalizations are rooted in specific passages from the dramas. Further, 

Johnson is the first among the great Shakespeare critics to stress the playwright’s 

sound understanding of human nature. Johnson’s focus on character analysis 

initiated a critical trend that would be dominant in Shakespeare criticism (in fact, 

all of dramatic criticism) for more than a century and would lead to the great work 

of critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Charles Lamb, and A. C. Bradley.  

The significance of the Preface to Shakespeare, however, goes beyond its 

contributions to Shakespeare scholarship. First, it is the most significant practical 

application of a critical principle that Johnson espoused consistently and that has 

become a staple of the practice since: comparison. His systematic attempt to 

measure Shakespeare against others, both classical and contemporary, became the 

model. Second, the Preface to Shakespeare exemplifies Johnson’s belief that good 

criticism can be produced only after good scholarship has been practiced. The 

critic who wishes to judge an author’s originality or an author’s contributions to 

the tradition must first practice sound literary reading and research in order to 

understand what has been borrowed and what has been invented. 



Characteristically, Johnson makes his Shakespeare criticism the foundation for 

general statements about people, nature, and literature. He is a true classicist in his 

concern with the universal rather than with the particular; the highest praise he can 

bestow upon Shakespeare is to say that his plays are “just representations of 

general nature.” The dramatist has relied upon his knowledge of human nature, 

rather than on bizarre effects, for his success. “The pleasures of sudden wonder are 

soon exhausted, and the mind can only repose on the stability of truth,” Johnson 

concludes. It is for this reason that Shakespeare has outlived his century and 

reached the point at which his works can be judged solely on their own merits, 

without the interference of personal interests and prejudices that make criticism of 

one’s contemporaries difficult. 

Johnson feels that the readers of his time can often understand the universality of 

Shakespeare’s vision better than the audiences of Elizabethan England could, for 

the intervening centuries have freed the plays of their topicality. The characters in 

the plays are not limited by time or nationality; they are, rather, “the genuine 

progeny of common humanity, such as the world will always supply, and 

observation will always find.” 

Implicitly criticizing earlier editors of Shakespeare, who had dotted their pages 

with asterisks marking particularly fine passages, Johnson contends that the 

greatness of the plays lies primarily in their total effect, in the naturalness of the 

action, the dialogue, and the characterization. 

Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

3.1- Shakespeare. 

3.2- Undue prominence. 

3.3- On the ground of dramatic illusion. 

3.4- Mankind. 

3.5- The spectators. 

3.6- Too loosely constructed. 

3.7- Shakespeare’s portrayal of characters. 

3.8- The earlier editors. 

 

 



Check Your Progress:-Self Study:- 

1. His supreme merit is that he portrays--------- nature. 

2. In Shakespeare’s characterization we find----------- and convincing portrayal of human 

nature. 

3. Samuel Johnson's Preface to Shakespeare is------------work in the world of literary 

criticism. 

4.  There is lack of----------- especially in tragedies. 

5. Johnson adds that "the unities of time and place are not essential to------------. 

6. Shakespeare’s characters are----------. 

7. None of his characters is----------- as second rate. 

8. About---------- he probably true. 

9. ----------- finds that no writer before Shakespeare. 

10. The significance of the Preface to Shakespeare, however, goes beyond its contributions 

to-------------. 
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William Wordsworth: A   Preface  lyrical   Ballads:- 

      Objectives 

      Introduction 

4.1- Purpose of writing the Preface, characteristics of good poetry, Subjects 

and language of poetry, relationship between prose and verse. 

4.2- Definition of Poetry, qualification of a poet, functions of poetry, aim of 

poetry. 

4.3- Observations on meter in poetry. 

4.4- Redefinition of poetry, poetic pleasure. 

4.5- Appendix on poetic diction. 

 Conclusion 

 Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

 Check Your Progress:-Self Study 

 

      Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with “A Preface to lyrical Ballads” By William 

Wordsworth. We are going to study Wordsworth and his opinion and views on 

the poetry. This chapter will give you information about: 

 Characteristics of good poetry. 

 Definition of   poetry. 

 Appendix on poetic diction. 

 Observations on meter in poetry. 

Introduction:- 

William Wordsworth (7 April 1770 – 23 April 1850) was a major English 

Romantic poet who, with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, helped to launch the Romantic 

Age in English literature with their joint publication Lyrical Ballads (1798). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romantic_poetry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Taylor_Coleridge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lyrical_Ballads


Wordsworth's magnum opus is generally considered to be The Prelude, a 

semiautobiographical poem of his early years that he revised and expanded a 

number of times. It was posthumously titled and published, before which it was 

generally known as "the poem to Coleridge". Wordsworth was Britain's Poet 

Laureate from 1843 until his death in 1850. 

      Much before William Wordsworth started writing, the early Romantic poets 

like James Thomson (1700-48),Oliver Goldsmith (1728-74),Thomas Chatterton 

(1752-70),Thomas Gray (1716-71),William Collins-59),William Cowper (1731-

1800),George Crabbe (1754-1832),Robert Burns (1759-95), and William Blake 

(1757-1827) deviated from the neo-classic insistence on rules. Wordsworth is 

perhaps the only romantic poet who made his poetic experiences the locus of his 

critical discourse. Unlike Coleridge, he was not a theorist. Instead he unravelled 

before us the workings of the mind of the poet, and therefore, Wordsworth’s 

literary criticism ceases to be criticism in its most literal sense. It comes out as the 

matrix where the poet’s mind generates emotions and feelings with that much of 

intensity and passion required for transmitting them into poetic experience which 

forms the basis of poetic composition. From this perspective, Wordsworth’s 

Preface to the second edition of Lyrical Ballads in 1800 can be seen as a poetic 

"manifesto," or “statement of revolutionary aims.” 

4.1- Purpose of writing the Preface, characteristics of good poetry, Subjects 

and language of poetry, relationship between prose and verse:- 

PURPOSE:-Wordsworth aim in writing the ‘Preface’ was not to give an elaborate 

account of his theory of poetry or to make a systematic defense of his point-of-

view. He wanted to introduce his poems with a prefatorial argument He added the 

‘Preface’ because he felt that his poems were different in theme and style, and 

therefore, he should not present them without an introduction. It is a well observed 

phenomenon that every new poet struggles to carve a niche. That is what 

Wordsworth tried to do with the help of the ‘Preface’.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masterpiece
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Prelude
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet_Laureate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet_Laureate


 The primary object which Wordsworth proposed to propagate through the 

poems was to select incidents and situations from common life. 

 The great innovation was to be in the language. The poetic diction of the 

eighteenth century, sought to substitute the selection of the language really 

used by men. The “Advertisement” included in the 1798 edition shows 

Wordsworth’s concern about the language of poetry. Wordsworth says that 

the poems in the volume are “experiments” since his chief aim is to see if the 

conversational language in use among the middle and lower classes of 

society can be employed expediently and fruitfully to write poems. 

Wordsworth aim in writing the ‘Preface’ was not to give an elaborate account of 

his theory of poetry or to make a systematic defense of his point-of-view. He 

wanted to introduce his poems with a prefatorial argument He added the ‘Preface’ 

because he felt that his poems were different in theme and style, and therefore, he 

should not present them without an introduction. It is a well observed phenomenon 

that every new poet struggles to carve a niche. That is what Wordsworth tried to do 

with the help of the ‘Preface’. 

 

 

Subject and language of Poetry:- 

Any subject between heaven and earth can be treated poetically and the similar 

idea is noted by Wordsworth in 1798, 

 “It is the honorable characteristic of poetry that its materials are to be found in 

every subject which can interest the human mind.”  

Wordsworth states that subjects are poetic and UN -poetic in themselves. A slight 

incident of village life may be material for poetry, if the poet can make it 

meaningful. Thus Wordsworth extends the scope of poetry, by bringing within its 

folds themes chosen from humble and common life. Wordsworth’s aim was to 

choose incidents and situations from common life, to relate them in a selection of 

language really used by men. The reason that he gave was that the rustic people 

were close to nature and hence free from artificiality and vanity. 

 

 



Relationship between prose and verse:- 

He describes poetry as the spontaneous overflow of emotions. Poetry is not 

dependent upon rhetorical and literary devices, but is the free expression of the 

poet's thought and feeling. The poet is a teacher and must strive to reveal truth, not 

through scientific analysis and abstraction, but through an imaginative awareness 

of persons and things. He may broaden and enrich our human sympathies and our 

enjoyment of nature in this way. He must communicate his ideas and emotions 

through a powerful re-creation of the original experience. For this, he must have a 

sensibility far beyond that of the ordinary individual. He tells how he weeded out 

the dead expressions from the older poetic vocabulary and substituted the flesh-

and-blood language of the common person. Poetry and prose, he says, differ only 

as to presence or absence of rhyme; they do not differ as to language. For 

Wordsworth, the important thing was the emotion aroused by the poem, not the 

poem itself (hence his lukewarm regard for form). In the last analysis, a poem re-

stimulated past emotion in the reader and promoted learning by using pleasure as a 

vehicle.  

Both poetry and prose ought to be linked to human passions. Language is vitally 

linked to human culture. If this link is heeded, poetry will be filled with lively 

metaphor and variety. There is no need to superinduce fancy phrases like 

"reddening Phoebus lifts his golden fire." Besides, Wordsworth moves at once 

from this spurious distinction between prose and poetry to a definition of the poet 

himself. It is as if he wants to move beyond language, at least temporarily, into the 

mind of the expressive source, into that which is to be expressed: the poet's own 

"powerful emotions, recollected in tranquility." 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. How Wordsworth wanted to introduce his poems?  

 

 

 



4.2- Definition of Poetry, qualification of a poet, functions of poetry, aim of 

poetry:- 

Wordsworth’s Conception of Poetry: Passion and Reflection 

Wordsworth propounded his views on poetry, its nature and functions and the 

qualification of a true poet in his Preface. So far as the nature of poetry is 

concerned, Wordsworth is of the opinion that “poetry is the spontaneous overflow 

of powerful feelings.” Poetry has its origin in the internal feelings of the poet. It is 

a matter of passion, mood and temperament. Poetry cannot be produced by strictly 

adhering to the rules laid down by the Classicists. It must flow out naturally and 

smoothly from the soul of the poet.  

But it must be noted that good poetry, according to Wordsworth, is never an 

immediate expression of such powerful emotions. A good poet must ponder over 

them long and deeply.  In the words of Wordsworth, “poetry has its origin in 

emotions recollected in tranquility.” 

 

Process of Poetic Composition 

There are four stages which play a very crucial role in converting an experience 

into a pleasing composition.  

 

Stage One: Observation 

First comes observation or perception of some object, character or incident which 

sets up powerful emotions in the mind of the poet.  

 

Stage Two: Recollection 

Next comes the contemplation or recollection of that emotion in tranquility. It must 

be noted that at this stage memory comes into play and brings out what had been 

lying in the unconscious for days, months or years. A similar kind of incident 

triggers the poet to visit the past experiences stored in the unexplored regions of 

his mind. 

 

Stage Three: Filtering 

The third stage is that of filtering wherein the poet  is purged of non-essential 

elements and thus makes his experience communicable to all men.  

 

Stage Four: Composition 

The fourth stage is when the actual composition begins. The poet seeks to convey 

his emotions through print and turns into a communicator. In the words of 

Wordsworth he becomes a man speaking to men. What is important to him is not 



just expressing his joy but sharing it with his readers. The Solitary Reaper by 

Wordsworth demonstrates this poetic process. 

Behold her, single in the field, 

Yon solitary Highland Lass! 

Reaping and singing by herself; 

Stop here, or gently pass! 

Alone she cuts and binds the grain, 

And sings a melancholy strain; 

O listen! for the Vale profound 

Is overflowing with the sound. 

 

No Nightingale did ever chaunt 

More welcome notes to weary bands 

Of travellers in some shady haunt, 

Among Arabian sands: 

A voice so thrilling ne'er was heard 

In spring-time from the Cuckoo-bird, 

Breaking the silence of the seas 

Among the farthest Hebrides. 

 

Will no one tell me what she sings?-- 

Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow 

For old, unhappy, far-off things, 

And battles long ago: 

Or is it some more humble lay, 

Familiar matter of to-day? 

Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain, 

That has been, and may be again? 

 

Whate'er the theme, the Maiden sang 

As if her song could have no ending; 

I saw her singing at her work, 

And o'er the sickle bending;-- 

I listened, motionless and still; 

And, as I mounted up the hill, 

The music in my heart I bore, 

Long after it was heard no more. 

The Solitary Reaper, William Wordsworth 

Feelings started overflowing spontaneously as the poet listened to the song 

of the Highland girl: “the Vale profound / Is overflowing with the sound.” 



Removed from the scene he started recollecting his experiences in 

tranquillity and exhuming theme of the song and causes its joyousness. 

Slowly but gradually this state of mind disappears, and an emotion which is 

quite similar to the original is generated. It soon turns into feeling and starts 

resonating and he begins composing his poem with “the music” he feels in 

his heart “Long after it was heard no more” causes its joyousness. 

There are two schools of thought holding opposite views with regard to the 

function of Literature or Art in general. The view of the moralists is that the writer 

can and does influence the lives and characters of his readers; and therefore it 

should try to be a good influence. For them art is food or poison. This view is 

called ‘art for Life’s sake’. The view of the aesthetes is that the function of poetry 

is to give pleasure to its reader irrespective of the moral ideas. For them art is wine. 

Only its pleasure-value matters. Among the classicists, Plato hardly falls under the 

category of ‘Art for Art’ssake’ and believed that the art should be bound to the 

moral values. Dryden believes, “Delight is the chief, if not the only end of poesy”. 

Dr. Johnson remarks, “The end of writing is to enable the reader better to enjoy 

life, or to endure it”.  

For most of the Romantics, life was sacred and valued it.For instance Shelly 

remarked: “Shakespeare, Dante and Milton are philosophers of the very loftiest 

power”. Keats, the worshipper of beauty, believes that the function of poetry is 

“that it should be a friend to soothe the cares, and lift the thoughts of men”. 

Wordsworth too favours the view of Arts for Life’s sake. He emphasized the 

didactic view of literature when he said, “I am nothing if not a teacher”. Poetry, in 

the words of Wordsworth, “is the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge, the 

impassioned expression that is in the countenance of all science”. The analysis of 

this definition gives us the sense that the function of poetry is to ennoble the 

reader. It is like the torch that leads its readers on the dark path. Poetry is the moral 

guide that imparts moral lessons but in sugar-coated form so that the learning 

becomes implied and plausible. Wordsworth’s poems confirm here his own 

concept of the function of poetry. His poems are full of moral lessons, 

philosophical truths about life and religion packaged with delight. In Wordsworth’s 

own words: 

“… a poetry of revolt against the moral ideas is a poetry of revolt against life; A 

poetry of indifference towards moral ideas is a poetry of indifference towards life”. 



Qualification of a poet:-  

A lot of the characteristics or qualities of a poet that Wordsworth mentions, 

perhaps, only sound so good by contrast to the deprived quality of human life in 

cities. The poet is the only one, in other words, who hasn't been reduced to "savage 

torpor" by industrialized and urban life. But this portrait might well raise anxiety 

about his ability to communicate with so-called ordinary men. Wordsworth seems 

to argue that the poet's capacities differ only in degree, not in kind, from those of 

ordinary people. Perhaps he is saying that the poet is the fuller version of humanity 

that everyone could be but for historical and economic/social accident. 

Wordsworth uses just a tincture of the Renaissance humanist's rhetoric of 

"development of all the faculties," but of course the main aim is cultivation of the 

passions (not reason) and establishing emotive links between the poet and his 

readership.  

Wordsworth's statement that the poet can create volitions and passions in the 

external world shows that the poet's mind has something like the creative power of 

nature. Unlike Sidney's imitative poet, the romantic poet does not so much imitate 

nature as create in the same way as nature. He brings something real into being in 

just the same way as does nature. But this argument about the enhanced 

sensibilities of the poet, of course, raises the old problem about "romantic genius": 

does everyone really possess the poet's capacities to unify? Or is it something that, 

for practical purposes, only the poet can possess? If the latter is the case, how, 

then, can the poet unify a society of beings who differ in kind from him? Is genius 

itself a kind of abstraction from and reification of human imagination? Again, this 

is perhaps implied in remarks such as the ones I cited above from Adam Smith.  

 

        The poet must be "capable of being excited without the application of gross 

and violent stimulants." This capacity is crucial because Wordsworth's theory 

about the poet's value to his society depends upon his ability to experience 

"emotion recollected in tranquility"--that is, upon the meditative state that allows 

the poet to arrange his rekindled emotions so as to reveal the fundamental laws of 

nature. Wordsworth laments the bad effects of industrialized, citified life, which 

life he says makes Britons passive and kills the synthesizing power of imagination. 

People lead "chartered" lives (to borrow a word from William Blake), and 

therefore look for the cheap and frenetic entertainment that urban life offers. 

Wordsworth calls these things "extraordinary incident" and links their possibility to 

"rapid communication of intelligence." At base, Wordsworth says that people are 



made into herd animals by city life, and that then their only imaginative outlet 

consists in atomized dissipation.  

The complaint he makes does not differ much from neoclassical critics' insistence 

that people avoid getting caught up in the accidents of custom and fashion, but the 

solution offered in Wordsworth's case is not that men need to get in touch with 

"general nature" but that they need poetry, and poetry of the specific kind he is 

offering. Poetry, that is, selected from the real language of men, which in turn is 

linked to the unifying elementary passions of men. Notice that Wordsworth 

laments the burial of Milton and Shakespeare under a deluge of cheap novels and 

"sickly and stupid German tragedies." That sounds almost neoclassical, though 

Wordsworth, of course, isn't proposing these two authors alone as the salvation of 

England.  

Finally, there is a recognition here of the effects of the Industrial Revolution, but 

remember Raymond Williams' thesis: what the romantic poets offer as a solution is 

an effect of the problem. By Wordsworth's time, poets are coming to be seen as 

technicians, and this view poses a problem for the poet who wants to speak "as a 

man to men." Under capitalism, can there be men instead of mere butchers, bakers, 

candlestick-makers, and poets? In The Wealth of Nations (1776), Adam Smith had 

already implied that art was becoming merely a specialized form of production: "In 

opulent and commercial societies to think or to reason comes to be, like every 

other employment, a particular business, which is carried on by a very few people, 

who furnish the public with all the thought and reason possessed by the vast 

multitudes that labour." From the 1820's onwards, says Williams, one might apply 

this idea to the thoughts of "intellectuals" in general. Again, Smith writes: [art will 

be] purchased, in the same manner as shoes or stockings, from those whose 

business it is to make up and prepare for the market that particular species of 

goods."  

Williams draws from these citations that just as the artist is being reduced to a 

tradesman, he begins claiming that he is specially endowed to guide others. This 

claim is not merely a personal, professional defense; it involves the "embodiment 

in art of certain human values, capacities, energies, which the development of 

society towards an industrial civilization was felt to be threatening . . . ." Williams 

adds that Wordsworth's concept of "the People" as opposed to "the Public" was 

drawn from Burke's organic conception of British society. Both authors invoke an 

ideal standard of excellence, "the ‘embodied spirit' of a People's knowledge, as 

something superior to the actual course of events, the actual run of the market." 

This invocation, says Williams, is central to the development of Culture.  



Functions of poetry, aim of poetry:- 

 Function:-Wordsworth builds up to his declaration that poetry conveys truth by 

attacking the notion that poetry is a matter of mere taste and refined dissolution. 

Wordsworth seems to be attacking the rigid, etiolated neoclassical version of taste, 

especially as it plays out in popular culture. This is a conjecture, but it seems to me 

that to some extent, Wordsworth is following in the best neoclassical tradition 

when he opposes tying taste to passing citified fashions and the pleasure of the 

vulgar. He believes in a common human nature, though of course that nature is 

characterized by certain elemental passions, not so much by reason. There is 

indeed something permanent about humanity for Wordsworth, and he opposes the 

most rigid conception of taste as mere adherence to prescriptive rules. No doubt, 

this kind of slavish attitude could probably be found more in the general public 

than in any sophisticated thinker.  

In any case, Wordsworth agrees with Aristotle that poetry is the most philosophical 

of all writing. That is, it can portray the universal in human nature. He says that 

poetry conveys "truth not individual and local, but general, and operative; not 

standing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion." The 

tribunal of which Wordsworth writes is the human heart. The poetry comes from 

that source, and bears its message directly to others. Through the medium of 

language, poetry creates an emotional link between the poet and his audience.  

We tend to think of the romantics as solipsistic and concerned mainly with their 

own expressive states, but I believe that Wordsworth really is trying to say that the 

poem creates emotional identification between reader, audience, and all human 

society. The romantic enterprise, at its most optimistic, is Trans -subjective.  

Aim of Poetry:-  

At first, the poet is in a tranquil state. While he is in this state, original and 

powerful feelings are recollected in his mind. Then, apparently, his tranquil 

contemplation gives way not to the very same powerful feelings but to a "kindred" 

emotion. As the poet composes, then, he really is in a state that will allow him to 

express genuine and powerful feelings and convey them into the heart of his 

readers. Somehow, this more self-reflective, "recollected" passion allows him to 

get at the heart of universal human nature or passions. Without the reflexivity and 

the structuration it makes possible, this universality would not be within the poet's 

power to convey.  



Notice the rather Kantian description of the pleasure that successful composition 

produces in readers: "Now the music of harmonious metrical language, the sense of 

difficulty overcome, and the blind association of pleasure which has been 

previously received from works of rhyme or meter of the same or similar 

construction, an indistinct perception perpetually renewed of language closely 

resembling that of real life, and yet, in the circumstance of meter, differing from it 

so widely--all these imperceptibly make up a complex feeling of delight, which is 

of the most important use in tempering the painful feeling always found 

intermingled with powerful descriptions of the deeper passions."  

Well, perhaps there is a bit of Lockean associationism here, too--the mind 

gradually takes on the cast of that which it perceives. (Thus the importance of 

education in Locke's philosophy. The mind is a blank slate, so educators must take 

care what they write upon it.) Hume would probably agree, too, with Wordsworth's 

emphasis on "blind habit" in aesthetic pleasure. In any case, Wordsworth identifies 

several factors that contribute to the kind of "aesthetic distance" Kant would see as 

vital to the perception of beauty.  

But again, I don't think that disinteredness is the centerpiece of Wordsworth's own 

aesthetics. It seems fair to say that Wordsworth moves further in the direction of 

romantic imagination than anything we see in Kant's work. Soon, we shall examine 

Coleridge's doctrine of the symbol--this thinker says that the symbol "partakes of 

the reality which it renders intelligible; and while it enunciates the whole, abides 

itself as a living part in that unity of which it is the representative." In Coleridge's 

formulation, we see the poetic symbol effecting an actual fusion between the 

spiritual and material, between the creative word that comes from the poet's mind 

and spiritual reality. "A symbol," says Coleridge, "is characterized . . . above all by 

the translucence of the eternal through and in the temporal." That notion sounds 

more like pure Schelling, that full-blown German romantic, than cautious Kant. 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. What happens in the fourth stage of poetry? 

4.3- Observations on meter in poetry:- 

According to Wordsworth the spring is "the pleasure which the mind derives from 

the perception of similitude in dissimilitude." Wordsworth ties his mention of the 

capacity to perceive similitude in dissimilitude to his own employment of meter. 

Meter, he says, tempers by its regularity the passions kindled in the reader of 



particularly "pathetic" poetry. In other words, meter distances the reader's emotions 

from the sad story to be endured; it helps him or her achieve something like 

aesthetic distance. Aristotle made much the same point about the imitative artist's 

ability to relate unpleasant events in a way that makes them pleasurable.  

Perhaps Wordsworth would agree with this basic scheme even though he is by no 

means dealing with a mimetic theory of art. He might well argue that meter's 

regularity frees the reader to learn from the poem something about his own 

passions and his own link to others and indeed to the whole universe. In a broad 

sense, that would be a very Aristotelian point to make: "to learn gives the liveliest 

pleasure." It's just that for Wordsworth, "learning" has to do more with emotions 

than with any rational endeavor. Aristotle, of course, was interested in the 

dramatist's ability to arouse pity and fear and then to help the audience achieve 

"clarification" about the nature of those emotions; but still, in his overall 

philosophy, learning bears more of a cognitive, intellectual stamp than it does in 

the romantic Wordsworth.  

But there may be no need to go all the way back to Aristotle when we have Kant as 

a modern source for a similar idea. Kant's Critique of Judgment relies upon the 

idea that we derive pleasure from contemplating art mainly because our mental 

powers or "faculties" allow us to perceive a harmony between our mental 

categories of time and space and the external world.  

Wordsworth, with his claim that meter creates what we might term "aesthetic 

distance" between the reader and the pathetic qualities of that which he reads, is 

following Kantian aesthetics, at least to some degree. Wordsworth, in sum, is 

careful not to say that art's value lies in its power to stir up human emotions to the 

point at which they become uncontrollable; rather, he seems to argue that poetry 

can only achieve its aim of conveying truth about universal human nature and 

passions if a certain amount of "disinterestedness" (a Kantian term) is maintained 

in the reader.  

I don't know that Wordsworth's general emphasis on emotion will allow him to 

remain entirely within the kind of disinterested aesthetics we see in Kant's Critique 

of Judgment, but surely he is trying to incorporate Kant's basic claim about beauty 

consisting in the perceived or intuited harmony between mental categories and the 

external world. I think we might profitably keep Kant's scheme in mind when 

thinking about question thirteen as well--Wordsworth's careful qualification of 



emotion's role in successful poetry bears at least some trace of Kantian aesthetic 

precept.  

Check Your Progress:- 

1. What does a Meter distances?  

4.4- Redefinition of poetry, poetic pleasure:- 

Wordsworth’s Conception of Poetry: Passion and Reflection Wordsworth 

propounded his views on poetry, its nature and functions and the qualification of a 

true poet in his Preface. So far as the nature of poetry is concerned, Wordsworth is 

of the opinion that “poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.” 

Poetry has its origin in the internal feelings of the poet. It is a matter of passion, 

mood and temperament. Poetry cannot be produced by strictly adhering to the rules 

laid down by the Classicists. It must flow out naturally and smoothly from the soul 

of the poet. But it must be noted that good poetry, according to Wordsworth, is 

never an immediate expression of such powerful emotions. A good poet must 

ponder over them long and deeply. In the words of Wordsworth, “poetry has its 

origin in emotions recollected in tranquility.”  

Further, Wordsworth insists that the immediate object of the poet is to give 

pleasure. The poet’s mind is in a state of enjoyment and the poet’s description of 

passions ensures an over-balance of pleasure in the mind of the reader. The music 

of harmonious metrical language, the sense of difficulty, which the poet has 

received from the works of similar construction and perception of the received 

language – produce a complex feeling of delight. 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. What is the immediate object of the poet? 

 



4.5- Appendix on poetic diction:- 

To begin, poetic diction must be defined. Poetic diction refers to the style of 

writing used in poetry (the linguistic style, vocabulary, and use of figurative 

language--normally metaphors). Up until Wordsworth's writing of the 1802 preface 

to Lyrical Ballads, the adherence to the poetic diction had yet to be seriously 

challenged.  

Wordsworth's issue, essentially, with the use and adherence to poetic diction was 

the fact that it tended to alienate the common man. Given that the common man 

did not speak using elevated vocabulary and figurative language, Wordsworth 

believed, given he wanted poetry to speak to all, that complete adherence to poetic 

diction needed to be dropped.  

Perhaps the best way to illustrate Wordsworth's point on the elimination of poetic 

diction is to examine the 1802 preface of Lyrical Ballads: 

There will also be found in these volumes little of what is usually called poetic 

diction; I have taken as much pains to avoid it as others ordinarily take to produce 

it; this I have done for the reason already alleged, to bring my language near to 

the language of men, and further, because the pleasure which I have proposed to 

myself to impart is of a kind very different from that which is supposed by many 

persons to be the proper object of poetry. 

The term diction refers to the kinds of words, phrases and sentence structures, and 

sometimes figurative language that constitute any work of literature. In the theory 

of poetry, the issue of diction tends to become primary because the feelings of the 

poet are most readily conceived to overflow into words, unlike into plot or 

characters. The poets in all ages have used a distinctive language, a “poetic 

diction” which is not correct in ordinary discourse.  

The neo-classical poetic diction was mainly derived from the classical poets such 

as Virgil, Spenser, Milton and was based on the principal of decorum. Moreover, 

prominent features of the eighteenth century poetic diction where archaism, 

preference for resounding words derived from Latin, a personification of inanimate 

objects and to avoid what were regarded as low, technical or common place terms 

by means of substitute phrase that was dignity and decorum. 

In William Wordsworth’s famed attack on the neo-classical doctrine of a special 

language for poetry, in his preface to 1800 Lyrical Ballads, he claimed: “There is 

no difference between language of poetry and language of prose.” He states that 

the poetic diction of eighteenth century writers as artificial and unnatural.  



Wordsworth’s prime concern is not only with the single word or the grammatical 

order of discourse, but with figurative departures from literary discourse. 

Wordsworth’s chief aim is to show that such deviations are reasonable in poetry 

only when they match with the imagery and idea which the poet wishes to 

universalize and that they have in the speech of everyday life. It is obvious that 

Wordsworth is contradicting Pope’s theory, who claims, “True wit is nature to 

advantage dressed and true expression consists in giving thoughts their just and 

appropriate ‘dress’ and ornament. To Wordsworth all such wit is fake, forced 

adjustment of words and phrase and rhetorical ornament to them stop ‘genuine’ 

poetry.  

Wordsworth rejects the idea of language as artificial and metres and figures of 

speech as embellishments of the language. He justifies its use only when they are 

naturally suggested by passion unlike ‘supposed ornaments.’In a nutshell, so the 

natural expression of feeling can not be communicated with the help of a version 

of the upper class speech, but with the actual speech of “humble and rustic life.” 

 The Neo-classical poets insisted on the perfection of language rather than subject 

matter. They adopted the method of revising their writing till it is said in the fewest 

possible as well as the best possible words. The poets avoided writing the words 

which were coarse, vulgar and unsuitable in their work. Their aim was not only to 

make language lofty and grandeur but also its style. In result, they introduced 

artificial poetic diction and style that made the language different from every day 

and rustic life. William Wordsworth followed very simple language or the 

language of country side. He used simple and attractive diction coming out 

spontaneously. His language looked to be natural.  He used conceits, images, 

symbols, metaphors similes, alliterations etc. All added great beauty to the work, 

and his style became very lofty to all the common people as Longinus has depicted 

in his work "On the Sublime". His using such language and style is wonderful. 

                     

Coming to his view on poetic style (diction), Wordsworth has adopted the 

language of common people to communicate his ideas. For this purpose, he has 

chosen the incidents and situations from humble and rustic life. He thinks that the 

people from rural area convey the feelings in a simple way because they are not 

under the influence of social vanity of city dwellers. Such language is permanent 

and philosophic. He criticized the poets who have separated themselves from them. 

According to him, his very purpose is to imitate and adopt the very language of 

men. He goes on to say that “there neither is nor can be any essential difference 

between the language of prose and metrical composition.” The language of a large 

portion of every good poem differs from good prose except with reference to 



meter. 

Criticizing this theory, Coleridge maintains that there are certain modes of 

expression, a construction, and an order of sentences which are in their fit and 

natural place in a serious prose composition but would be inappropriate to metrical 

poetry. He goes on to say that in the language of a serious poem, these may be an 

arrangement of words and sentences; and the use of figure of speech would be 

inappropriate. He says that when a poet writes in metre, he means to differ from 

prose. Poetry implies passion. Moreover, Coleridge does not accept Wordsworth’s 

comment on Gray’s sonnet. 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. On which thing the neo classical poet insisted on? 

Conclusion:-  

Thus, “The preface to Lyrical Ballads” was written to explain the theory of poetry 

guiding Wordsworth’s composition of the poems. Wordsworth defends the unusual 

style and subjects of the poems (some of which are actually composed by Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge) as experiments to see how far popular poetry could be used to 

convey profound feeling. 

There are three general reasons guiding the composition of the lyrical ballads. The 

first is in the choice of subject matter, which is limited to experiences of common 

life in the country. There, people use a simple language and directly express deep 

feeling. Their habit of speaking comes from associating feelings with the 

permanent forms of nature, such as mountains, rivers, and clouds. The challenge 

for the poet is to make these ordinary experiences interesting to readers; in other 

words, the poems attempt to take ordinary subjects and treat them in extraordinary 

ways. Doing so would cause readers to recognize fundamental truths of universal 

human experience. 

Check Your Progress:-Answers 

4.1- With a prefatorial argument. 

4.2- The actual composition begins. 

4.3- The reader's emotions. 

4.4- To give pleasure. 



4.5- On the perfection of language. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study:- 

1. Wordsworth describes poetry as the-------------- overflow of emotions. 
2. -------------is vitally linked to human culture. 
3. At first, the poet is in--------------state. 

4. Wordsworth agrees with Aristotle that poetry is the most----------- of all writing. 
5. According to Wordsworth---------------is "the pleasure which the mind derives from the 

perception of similitude in dissimilitude" 

6. It's just that for Wordsworth,-------------has to do more with emotions than with any 

rational endeavor. 
7. ---------- cannot be produced by strictly adhering to the rules. 

8. ----------- and---------Wordsworth propounded his views on poetry. 
9. The term----------- refers to the kinds of words, phrases and sentence structures. 

10. Wordsworth’s prime concern is not only with the single word or---------order of 
discourse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



UNIT-V 

Mathew Arnold: The Study of Poetry. 

      Objectives 

      Introduction 

5.1 Comparison between poetry and religion. 

5.2 ‘Historical Estimate’ and Personal Estimate. 

5.3 ‘Touchstone method’ of evaluating poetry. 

5.4. The characteristics of High Quality Poetry. 

     Conclusion:- 

     Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

     Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

 

       

 

 

 

Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with “The Study of Poetry” By Mathew Arnold. We are 

going to study Arnold and his opinion about poetry. This chapter will give you 

information about: 

 Characteristics of poetry. 

 “Touchstone method”. 

 Comparison between poetry and religion. 

 

 



Introduction:-  

Matthew Arnold (24 December 1822 – 15 April 1888) was an English poet and 

cultural critic who worked as an inspector of schools. He was the son of Thomas 

Arnold, the famed headmaster of Rugby School, and brother to both Tom Arnold, 

literary professor, and William Delafield Arnold, novelist and colonial 

administrator. Matthew Arnold has been characterised as a sage writer, a type of 

writer who chastises and instructs the reader on contemporary social issues. 

Matthew Arnold   was 'the first modern critic', and could be called 'the critic's 

critic', being a champion not only of great poetry, but of literary criticism itself. 

The purpose of literary criticism, in his view, was 'to know the best that is known 

and thought in the world, and by in its turn making this known, to create a current 

of true and fresh ideas', and he has influenced a whole school of critics including 

new critics such as T. S. Eliot, F. R. Leavis, and Allen Tate. He was the founder of 

the sociological school of criticism, and through his touchstone method introduced 

scientific objectivity to critical evaluation by providing comparison and analysis as 

the two primary tools of criticism. Arnold's evaluations of the Romantic poets such 

as Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, and Keats are landmarks in descriptive criticism, 

and as a poet-critic he occupies an eminent position in the rich galaxy of poet-

critics of English literature. T. S. Eliot praised Arnold's objective approach to 

critical evaluation, particularly his tools of comparison and analysis, and Allen 

Tate in his essay Tension in Poetry imitates Arnold's touchstone method to 

discover 'tension', or the proper balance between connotation and denotation, in 

poetry. These new critics have come a long way from the Romantic approach to 

poetry, and this change in attitude could be attributed to Arnold, who comes 

midway between the two schools. 

Let’s deal “The Study of Poetry” with following points:- 

5.1 Comparison between poetry and religion:- 

   According to Arnold The future of poetry is immense, because in poetry, 

where it is worthy of its high destinies, our race, as time goes on, will find 

an ever surer and surer stay. There is not a creed which is not shaken, not an 

accredited dogma which is not shown to be questionable, not a received 

tradition which does not threaten to dissolve. Our religion has materialized 

itself in the fact, in the supposed fact; it has attached its emotion to the fact, 
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and now the fact is failing it. But for poetry the idea is everything; the rest is 

a world of illusion, of divine illusion. Poetry attaches its emotion to the idea; 

the idea is the fact. The strongest part of our religion to-day is its 

unconscious poetry. 

Check Your Progress:- 

1. What does Poetry attach? 

 

5.2 ‘Historical Estimate’ and Personal Estimate:- 

The idea of tracing historic origins and historical relationships cannot be absent 

from a compilation like the present. And naturally the poets to be exhibited in it 

will be assigned to those persons for exhibition who are known to prize them 

highly, rather than to those who have no special inclination towards them. 

Moreover, the very occupation with an author, and the business of exhibiting him, 

disposes us to affirm and amplify his importance. In the present work, therefore, 

we are sure of frequent temptation to adopt the historic estimate, or the personal 

estimate, and to forget the real estimate; which latter, nevertheless, we must 

employ if we are to make poetry yield us its full benefit. So high is that benefit, the 

benefit of clearly feeling and of deeply enjoying the really excellent, the truly 

classic in poetry, that we do well, I say, to set it fixedly before our minds as our 

object in studying poets and poetry, and to make the desire of attaining it the one 

principle to which, as the Imitation says, whatever we may read or come to know, 

we always return. Cum multa legeris et cognoveris, ad unum semper oportet redire 

principium [“When you have read and learned many things, you should always 

return to the one principle.” Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ—ed.]. 

The historic estimate is likely in especial to affect our judgment and our language 

when we are dealing with ancient poets; the personal estimate when we are dealing 

with poets our contemporaries, or at any rate modern. The exaggerations due to the 

historic estimate are not in themselves, perhaps, of very much gravity. Their report 

hardly enters the general ear; probably they do not always impose even on the 

literary men who adopt them. But they lead to a dangerous abuse of language. So 

we hear Cadman, amongst our own poets, compared to Milton. I have already 

noticed the enthusiasm of one accomplished French critic for “historic origins.” 

Another eminent French critic, M. Vitet, comments upon that famous document of 

the early poetry of his nation, the Chanson de Roland. It is indeed a most 



interesting document. The joculator or jongleur Taillefer, who was with William 

the Conqueror’s army at Hastings, marched before the Norman troops, so said the 

tradition, singing “of Charlemagne and of Roland and of Oliver, and of the vassals 

who died at Roncevaux”, and it is suggested that in the Chanson de Roland by one 

Turoldus or Théroulde, a poem preserved in a manuscript of the twelfth century in 

the Bodleian Library at Oxford, we have certainly the matter, perhaps even some 

of the words, of the chant which Taillefer sang. The poem has vigour and 

freshness; it is not without pathos. But M. Vitet is not satisfied with seeing in it a 

document of some poetic value, and of very high historic and linguistic value; he 

sees in it a grand and beautiful work, a monument of epic genius. In its general 

design he finds the grandiose conception, in its details he finds the constant union 

of simplicity with greatness, which are the marks, he truly says, of the genuine 

epic, and distinguish it from the artificial epic of literary ages. One thinks of 

Homer; this is the sort of praise which is given to Homer, and justly given. Higher 

praise there cannot well be, and it is the praise due to epic poetry of the highest 

order only, and to no other. Let us try, then, the Chanson de Roland at its best. 

Check Your Progress:- 

What affects our judgment and language? 

 

5.3:- Touchstone method’ of evaluating poetry:- 

Arnold's criticism of Vitet above illustrates his 'touchstone method'; his theory that 

in order to judge a poet's work properly, a critic should compare it to passages 

taken from works of great masters of poetry, and that these passages should be 

applied as touchstones to other poetry. Even a single line or selected quotation will 

serve the purpose. 

 

From this we see that he has shifted his position from that expressed in the preface 

to his Poems of 1853. In The Study of Poetry he no longer uses the acid test of 

action and architectonics. He became an advocate of 'touchstones'. 'Short passages 

even single lines,' he said, 'will serve our turn quite sufficiently'.  

 

Some of Arnold's touchstone passages are: Helen's words about her wounded 

brother, Zeus addressing the horses of Peleus, suppliant Achilles' words to Priam, 

and from Dante; Ugolino's brave words, and Beatrice's loving words to Virgil. 

 



From non-Classical writers he selects from Henry IV Part II (III, i), Henry's 

expostulation with sleep - 'Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast . . . '. From 

Hamlet (V, ii) 'Absent thee from felicity awhile . From Milton's Paradise Lost 

Book 1, 'Care sat on his faded cheek . and 'What is else not to be overcome .  ' 

Check Your Progress:- 

What is the function of the “Touch-stone” method? 

5.4. The characteristics of High Quality Poetry:- 

In The Study of Poetry, (1888) which opens his Essays in Criticism: Second series, 

in support of the future of poetry. He writes, “THE FUTURE of poetry is immense, 

because in poetry, our race, as time goes on, will find an ever surer and surer stay. 

There is not a creed which is not shaken. But for poetry the idea is everything; the 

rest is a world of illusion, of divine illusion. Poetry attaches its emotion to the idea; 

the idea is the fact. The strongest part of our religion to-day is its unconscious 

poetry.”  

We have to turn to poetry to interpret life for us, to console us, to sustain us. 

Without poetry, our science will appear incomplete; and most of what now passes 

with us for religion and philosophy will be replaced by poetry. Science is 

incomplete without poetry.  

Wordsworth truly calls poetry ‘the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge’; poetry 

‘the impassioned expression which is in the countenance of all science’  

After giving this importance to poetry, he moves ahead to define canon for good 

poetry. To say in his own words, “But if we conceive thus highly of the destinies 

of poetry, we must also set our standard for poetry high, since poetry, to be capable 

of fulfilling such high destinies, must be poetry of a high order of excellence.”  

Quoting from an anecdote (Napolean and Sainte-Beuve) he writes, “charlatanism 

might be found everywhere else, but not in the field of poetry, because in poetry 

the distinction between sound and unsound, or only half-sound, truth and untruth, 

or only half-truth, between the excellent and the inferior, is of paramount 

importance”. For Arnold there is no place for charlatanism in poetry. To him 

“poetry is the criticism of life, governed by the laws of poetic truth and poetic 

beauty”. It is in the criticism of life that the spirit of our race will find its stay and 

consolation. The extent to which the spirit of mankind finds its stay and 

consolation is proportional to the power of a poem's criticism of life, and the power 



of the criticism of life is in direct proportion to the extent to which the poem is 

genuine and free from charlatanism.  

Thus he is of the view that, “the best poetry is what we want; the best poetry will 

be found to have a power of forming, sustaining, and delighting us, as nothing else 

can”.  

In this essay he also cautions the critic that in forming a genuine and disinterested 

estimate of the poet under consideration he should not be influenced by historical 

or personal judgements, historical judgements being fallacious because we regard 

ancient poets with excessive veneration, and personal judgements being fallacious 

when we are biased towards a contemporary poet. If a poet is a 'dubious classic, let 

us sift him; if he is a false classic, let us explode him. But if he is a real classic, if 

his work belongs to the class of the very best . . . enjoy his work'. He observes: 

“But this real estimate, the only true one, is liable to be superseded, if we are not 

watchful, by two other kinds of estimate, the historic estimate and the personal 

estimate, both of which are fallacious.  

Arnold explains these fallacies in detail. He writes, “a poet or a poem may count to 

us historically, they may count to us on grounds personal to ourselves, and they 

may count to us really. The course of development of a nation’s language, thought, 

and poetry, is profoundly interesting; and by regarding a poet’s work as a stage in 

this course of development we may easily bring ourselves to make it of more 

importance as poetry than in itself it really is, we may come to use a language of 

quite exaggerated praise in criticizing it; in short, to overrate it.  

So arises in our poetic judgments the fallacy caused by the estimate which we may 

call historic.” He quotes words of M.Charles, editor of magazine, to prove his 

point. M.Charles wrote, ‘the cloud of glory playing round a classic is a mist as 

dangerous to the future of a literature as it is intolerable for the purposes of 

history’. As examples of erroneous judgements he says that the 17th century court 

tragedies of the French were spoken of with exaggerated praise, until Pellisson 

reproached them for want of the true poetic stamp, and another critic, Charles d' 

Hricault, said that 17th century French poetry had received undue and undeserving 

veneration. Arnold says the critics seem to substitute 'a halo for physiognomy and 

a statue in the place where there was once a man. They give us a human personage 

no larger than God seated amidst his perfect work, like Jupiter on Olympus.'  

He further writes, “then, again, a poet or poem may count to us on grounds 

personal to ourselves. Our personal affinities, likings and circumstances, have great 



power to sway our estimate of this or that poet’s work, and to make us attach more 

importance to it as poetry than in itself it really possesses, because to us it is, or has 

been, of high importance. Here also we overrate the object of our interest, and 

apply to it a language of praise which is quite exaggerated. And thus we get the 

source of a second fallacy in our poetic judgments—the fallacy caused by an 

estimate which we may call personal”.  

So to judge a good poetry wherein our estimate is not affected by fallacies, we 

should look for following attributes in the poetry:  

1. The matter and substance of the poetry, and its manner and style. Both of these, 

the substance and matter on the one hand, the style and manner on the other, have a 

mark, an accent, of high beauty, worth, and power.  

2. Only one thing we may add as to the substance and matter of poetry, guiding 

ourselves by Aristotle’s profound observation that the superiority of poetry over 

history consists in its possessing a higher truth and a higher seriousness . Let us 

add, therefore, to what we have said, this: that the substances and matter of the best 

poetry acquire their special character from possessing, in an eminent degree, truth 

and seriousness.  

Thus, the superior character of truth and seriousness, in the matter and substance of 

the best poetry, is inseparable from the superiority of diction and movement 

marking its style and manner.  

So, a poet’s criticism of life may have such truth and power that it triumphs over 

its world and delights us.  

Later in the essay he adds, for supreme poetical success more is required than the 

powerful application of ideas to life; it must be an application under the conditions 

fixed by the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty. Those laws fix as an essential 

condition, in the poet’s treatment of such matters as are here in question, high 

seriousness;—the high seriousness which comes from absolute sincerity.  

 

Check Your Progress:- 

What we have to turn poetry to? 

 



 

Conclusion:- 

To conclude we can say that according to Arnold criticism must be sincere, simple, 

Flexible, ardent, ever widening its knowledge.”Arnold majestically compares 

poetry with the religion; he brilliantly explains the historical estimate and personal 

estimate. Arnold was the 1
st
 modern critic who gave absolute higher characteristics 

of high quality poetry to the English literature. 

Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

5.1. Its emotion to the idea. 

5.2. The historic estimate. 

5.3. To judge a poet's work properly. 

5.4. To interpret life for us. 

 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

1. According to Arnold----------is immense. 

2. The strongest part of our religion to-day is its------------ poetry. 

3. The idea of tracing--------------- and historical relationships cannot be absent from a 

compilation like the present. 

4. We must----------- if we are to make poetry yield us its full benefit. 

5. In-------------he no longer uses the acid test of action and architectonics. 

6.  Even---------- or selected quotation will serve the purpose. 

7. There is not---------which is not shaken. 

8. He quotes words of----------- editor of magazine, to prove his point. 

9. Here also we-------------the object of our interest. 

10. For poetry---------- is everything. 

 

 

 

 



Section B – Modern Critics:- 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. To acquaint the students with some of the fundamental questions in literature.  

2. To introduce students to some of the basic concepts in literary theory. 

3. To study in detail some seminal theories in literary criticism. 

4. To expose students to some representative works of descriptive criticism 

in English. 

5. To develop in students a critical outlook in literature. 

SYLLABUS: 

Unit – I  

T.S.Eliot:-Tradition and the Individual Talent:- 

                     Objectives:- 

                     Introduction:- 

           1.1 The concept of tradition according to T.S.Eliot.  

1.2 Relationship between tradition and individual talent. 

1.3 Eliot’s theory of impersonality. 

Conclusion:- 



Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

 

Unit – II  

F.R.Leavis:-Literature and Society:- 

           Objectives:- 

           Introduction:- 

           2.1 F.R. Leavis’s views on T.S.Eliot’s criticism. 

2.2 Distinction between Marxist element and social element. 

2.3 New nature of an essentially social nature of an individual. 

2.4 An appeal to the students of social sciences. 

2.5 F.R.Leavis’s acceptance of practical criticism as a tool to 

appreciate literature. 

Conclusion:- 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

 

 



Unit – III 

Northrope Frye:-The Archetypes ofLiterature:- 

 Objectives:- 

  Introduction:- 

          3.1 Definition of archetype. 

3.2 Anatomy of criticism. 

3.3 Valuation of examples. 

3.4 Textual analysis 

3.5Comparison of archetypal traits.. 

Conclusion:- 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

 

 

 

 

 



Unit – IV 

Rohald Barthes:-The Death of the Author:- 

           Objectives:- 

           Introduction:- 

           4.1 Autonomy of the text. 

4.2 Multiplicity of interpretations. 

4.3 Reader’s pivotal tone. 

4.4 Language as an important factor 

Conclusion:- 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

Unit – V 

Elaine Showalter:-Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness 

           Objectives:- 

           Introduction:- 

           5.1 Developing a specific female framework. 

5.2 Feminine identity. 



5.3 Feminine mode of experience. 

5.4 Feminine theoretical and critical writing. 

5.5 Gender discrimination. 

5.6 Biological criticism 

5.7 Linguistic criticism 

5.8 Psychoanalytical criticism. 

5.9 Cultural criticism. 

 Conclusion:- 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Unit – I  

T.S.Eliot:-Tradition and the Individual Talent:- 

                     Objectives:- 

                     Introduction:- 

           1.1 The concept of tradition according to T.S.Eliot.  

1.2 Relationship between tradition and individual talent. 

1.3 Eliot’s theory of impersonality. 

Conclusion:- 

Check your Progress:-Answers. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

 

Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with T.S.Eliot’s famous essay “Tradition and Individual 

Talent”. 

This chapter will give you information about: 

 Eliot’s concept of Tradition. 

 Tradition-Individual talent:-Relationship. 

 Theory of impersonality. 



 

 

Introduction:- 

Thomas Stearns Eliot OM (26 September 1888 – 4 January 1965) was a British-

American essayist, publisher, playwright, literary and social critic, and "one of the 

twentieth century's major poets."
[1]

 He was born in St. Louis, Missouri to an old 

Yankee family. However he emigrated to England in 1914 (at age 25) and was 

naturalised as a British subject in 1927 at age 39, renouncing his American 

citizenship.
[2]

 

Eliot attracted widespread attention for his poem The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock (1915), which is seen as a masterpiece of the Modernist movement. It 

was followed by some of the best-known poems in the English language, including 

The Waste Land (1922), The Hollow Men (1925), Ash Wednesday (1930) and Four 

Quartets (1945).
[3]

 He is also known for his seven plays, particularly Murder in the 

Cathedral (1935). He was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1948, "for his 

outstanding, pioneer contribution to present-day poetry."
[4][5]

 

Often hailed as the successor to poet-critics such as John Dryden, Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, and Matthew Arnold, T.S. Eliot’s literary criticism informs his poetry 

just as his experiences as a poet shape his critical work. Though famous for 

insisting on “objectivity” in art, Eliot’s essays actually map a highly personal set of 

preoccupations, responses and ideas about specific authors and works of art, as 

well as formulate more general theories on the connections between poetry, culture 

and society. Perhaps his best-known essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” 

was first published in 1919 and soon after included in The Sacred Wood: Essays on 

Poetry and Criticism (1920). Eliot attempts to do two things in this essay: he first 

redefines “tradition” by emphasizing the importance of history to writing and 

understanding poetry, and he then argues that poetry should be essentially 

“impersonal,” that is separate and distinct from the personality of its writer. Eliot’s 

idea of tradition is complex and unusual, involving something he describes as “the 

historical sense” which is a perception of “the pastness of the past” but also of its 

“presence.” For Eliot, past works of art form an order or “tradition”; however, that 

order is always being altered by a new work which modifies the “tradition” to 

make room for itself. This view, in which “the past should be altered by the present 

as much as the present is directed by the past,” requires that a poet be familiar with 
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almost all literary history—not just the immediate past but the distant past and not 

just the literature of his or her own country but the whole “mind of Europe.”  

 

Eliot’s second point is one of his most famous and contentious. A poet, Eliot 

maintains, must “self-sacrifice” to this special awareness of the past; once this 

awareness is achieved, it will erase any trace of personality from the poetry 

because the poet has become a mere medium for expression. Using the analogy of 

a chemical reaction, Eliot explains that a “mature” poet’s mind works by being a 

passive “receptacle” of images, phrases and feelings which are combined, under 

immense concentration, into a new “art emotion.” For Eliot, true art has nothing to 

do with the personal life of the artist but is merely the result of a greater ability to 

synthesize and combine, an ability which comes from deep study and 

comprehensive knowledge. Though Eliot’s belief that “Poetry is not a turning 

loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of 

personality, but an escape from personality” sprang from what he viewed as the 

excesses of Romanticism, many scholars have noted how continuous Eliot’s 

thought—and the whole of Modernism—is with that of the Romantics’; his 

“impersonal poet” even has links with John Keats, who proposed a similar figure 

in “the chameleon poet.” But Eliot’s belief that critical study should be “diverted” 

from the poet to the poetry shaped the study of poetry for half a century, and while 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent” has had many detractors, especially those 

who question Eliot’s insistence on canonical works as standards of greatness, it is 

difficult to overemphasize the essay’s influence. It has shaped generations of poets, 

critics and theorists and is a key text in modern literary criticism. 

1.1 The concept of tradition according to T.S.Eliot:- 

According to the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, Tradition means 

a belief, principle or way of acting which people in a particular society or 

group have continued to follow for a long time, or all of these beliefs, etc. in a 

particular society or group.  Merriam-Webster Dictionary describes ‘Tradition’ 

an ‘inherited, established, or customary pattern of thought, action or behavior 

(as a religious practice or a social custom)’. Eliot commences the essay with 

the general attitude towards ‘Tradition’.He points out that every nation and 

race has its creative and critical turn of mind, and emphasises the need for 

critical thinking. ‘We might remind ourselves that criticism is as inevitable as 

breathing.’In ‘Tradition and Individual Talent’, Eliot introduces the idea of 

Tradition. Interestingly enough, Eliot’s contemporaries and commentators 

either derided the idea as irrelevant, conservative and backward-looking stance 

or appreciated the idea and read it in connection with Matthew Arnold’s 



historical criticism of texts popularly known as ‘touchstone’ method. In this 

section we will first make an attempt to summarize Eliot’s concept of tradition 

and then will seek to critique it for a comprehensive understanding of the texts. 

At the very outset, Eliot makes it clear that he is using the term tradition as an 

adjective to explain the relationship of a poem or a work to the works of dead 

poets and artists. He regrets that in our appreciation of authors we hardly 

include their connections with those living and dead. Also our critical 

apparatus is significantly limited to the language in which the work is 

produced. A work produced in a different language can be considered for a 

better appreciation of the work. In this connection, he notices “our tendency to 

insist…those aspects” of a writer’s work in which “he least resembles anyone 

else”. Thus, our appreciation of the writer is derived from exhumation of the 

uniqueness of the work.  In the process, the interpretation of the work focuses 

on identifying the writer’s difference from his predecessors. Eliot critiques this 

tendency in literary appreciation and favours inclusion of work or parts of 

work of dead poets and predecessors. 

Although Eliot attaches greater importance to the idea of tradition, he rejects 

the idea of tradition in the name of ‘Blind or Timid Adherence’ to successful 

compositions of the past. By subscribing to the idea of tradition, Eliot does not 

mean sacrificing novelty nor does he mean slavish repetitions of stylistic and 

structural features. By the term ‘Tradition’, he comes up with something ‘of 

much wider significance”. By ‘Tradition’, he does not refer to a legacy of 

writers which can be handed down from a generation to another generation. It 

has nothing to do with the idea of inheritance; rather it regrets a great deal of 

endeavour. He further argues, “It involves... The historical sense... and the 

historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past but 

its presence; … This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well 

as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together, is what 

makes a writer traditional.” By this statement, Eliot wants to emphasize that 

the writer or the poet must develop a sense of the pastness of the past and 

always seeks to examine the poem or the work in its relation to the works of 

the dead writers or the poets. To substantiate his point of view, Eliot says, “No 

poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his 

appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and the 

artists.” As he says this, he is perfectly aware of Matthew Arnold’s notion of 

historical criticism and therefore distances himself from such the Arnoldian 

critical stance. He identifies his approach to literary appreciation “as a 

principle of aesthetics and thereby distinguishes it from Arnold’s “Historical 

Criticism”. Thus, Eliot offers an organic theory and practice of literary 

criticism. In this, he treats tradition not as a legacy but as an invention of 



anyone who is ready to create his or her literary pantheon, depending on his 

literary tastes and positions. This means that the development of the writer will 

depend on his or her ability to build such private spaces for continual 

negotiation and even struggle with illustrious antecedents, and strong 

influences. Harold Bloom terms the state of struggle as “The anxiety of 

influence”, and he derides Eliot for suggesting a complex, an elusive 

relationship between the tradition and the individual, and goes on to develop 

his own theory of influence. 

Check your Progress:- 

 What does Eliot introduce in “Tradition and Individual Talent”? 

 

 

1.2 Relationship between tradition and individual talent:- 

Although Eliot attaches greater importance to the idea of tradition, he rejects 

the idea of tradition in the name of ‘Blind or Timid Adherence’ to successful 

compositions of the past. By subscribing to the idea of tradition, Eliot does not 

mean sacrificing novelty nor does he mean slavish repetitions of stylistic and 

structural features. By the term ‘Tradition’, he comes up with something ‘of 

much wider significance”. By ‘Tradition’, he does not refer to a legacy of 

writers which can be handed down from a generation to another generation. It 

has nothing to do with the idea of inheritance; rather it regrets a great deal of 

endeavour. He further argues, “It involves... The historical sense... and the 

historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past but 

its presence.This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of 

the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a 

writer traditional.” By this statement, Eliot wants to emphasize that the writer 

or the poet must develop a sense of the pastness of the past and always seeks 



to examine the poem or the work in its relation to the works of the dead writers 

or the poets. To substantiate his point of view, Eliot says, “No poet, no artist of 

any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is 

the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and the artists.” As he says 

this, he is perfectly aware of Matthew Arnold’s notion of historical criticism 

and therefore distances himself from such the Arnoldian critical stance. He 

identifies his approach to literary appreciation “as a principle of aesthetics and 

thereby distinguishes it from Arnold’s “Historical Criticism”. Thus, Eliot 

offers an organic theory and practice of literary criticism. In this, he treats 

tradition not as a legacy but as an invention of anyone who is ready to create 

his or her literary pantheon, depending on his literary tastes and positions. This 

means that the development of the writer will depend on his or her ability to 

build such private spaces for continual negotiation and even struggle with 

illustrious antecedents, and strong influences. Harold Bloom terms the state of 

struggle as “The anxiety of influence”, and he derides Eliot for suggesting a 

complete and elusive relationship between the tradition and the individual, and 

goes on to develop his own theory of influence. 

Check your Progress:- 

 What does Harold Bloom term ‘the anxiety of influence’ mean in relation to Eliot’s 

‘Tradition and Individual Talent’?(Pick correct option) 

a) Complete and elusive relationship, 
b) Clear and inter-dependable 

c) Separate and individual 
d) Aesthetical and traditional. 

1.3Eliot’s theory of impersonality:- 

In the second part of the essay Eliot argues that “Honest Criticism and sensitive 

appreciation are directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry”. This hints at the 

actual beginning of ‘New Criticism’ where the focus will shift from author to the 

text. Eliot here defines the poet’s responsibility. The poet is not supposed to 



compose poetry which is full of his personal emotions. He must subscribe himself 

to something more valuable, i.e., what others have composed in the past. Thus, 

Eliot emphasizes objectivity in poetry. Eliot believes that some sort of ‘physical 

distancing’, to use Bullough’s term, is necessary for successful composition. He 

also mentions that the poet has to merge his personality with the tradition:"The 

progress of the artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of 

personality." The mind of the poet is a medium in which experiences can enter new 

combinations. He exemplifies this process as when oxygen and sulphur dioxide are 

mixed in the presence of a filament of platinum, they form sulphuric acid. This 

combination takes place only in the presence of platinum, which acts as the 

catalyst. But the sulphuric acid shows no trace of platinum, and remains 

unaffected. The catalyst facilitates the chemical change, but does not participate in 

the chemical reaction, and remains unchanged. Eliot compares the mind of the poet 

to the shred of platinum, which will "digest and transmute the passions which are 

its material". He suggests the analogy of a catalyst’s role in a chemical process in a 

scientific laboratory for this process of depersonalization. 

Eliot sees the poet's mind as "a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless 

feelings, phrases, images, which remain there until all the particles which can unite 

to form a new compound are present together." He says that concepts like 

"sublimity", "greatness" or "intensity" of emotion are irrelevant. It is not the 

greatness of the emotion that matters, but the intensity of the artistic process, the 

pressure under which the artistic process takes place, that is important. In this way 

he dissociates the notion on the artistic process from an added emphasis on 'genius' 

and the exceptional mind. 

Eliot refutes the idea that poetry is the expression of poet’s personality. 

Experiences in the life of the man may have no place in his poems, and vice-versa. 

The emotions occasioned by events in the personal life of the poet are not 

important. What matters is the emotion transmuted into poetry, the feelings 

expressed in the poetry. "Emotions which he has never experienced will serve his 

turn as well as those familiar to him". Eliot critiques Wordsworth's definition of  

poetry in the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads: "Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of 

powerful feeling: it takes its origins from emotion recollected in tranquility."For 

Eliot, poetry is not recollection of feeling, "it is a new thing resulting from the 

concentration of a very great number of experiences . . . it is a concentration which 

does not happen consciously or of deliberation." Eliot defines that "Poetry is not a 

turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of 

personality, but an escape from personality." For him, the emotion of art is 

impersonal, and the artist can achieve this impersonality only by and being 

conscious of the tradition, He is talking about the poetic tradition and neglects the 

fact that even the poetic tradition is a complex mixture of written and oral poetry 



and the elements that go into them. It was only in his later writings that he realized 

that in poetic composition many elements are involved. In his poetic dramas, he 

sought to brodent his scope. 

 Eliot has also ignored other traditions that go into social formations. In 'Religion 

and Literature', he has dealt with the non-poetic elements of tradition at length. He 

kept on developing his notion of tradition right up to the time he wrote ‘Notes 

towards a definition on culture’. 

Check your Progress:- 

What happens in the mind of a Poet? 

Conclusion:- 

Thus, Eliot denounces the romantic criticism of the nineteenth century (particularly 

Wordsworth’s theory of poetry); second, it underlines the importance of ‘tradition’ 

and examines the correlation between ‘tradition’ and ‘individual talent’ and finally, 

it announces the death of the author (i.e., the empirical author, the author in the 

biographical sense of term) and shifts the focus from the author to the text. 

Check your Progress:-Answers. 

1.1 The idea of Tradition. 

1.2 A complete and elusive relationship. 

1.3 experiences can enter new combinations. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

1. Poetry is not--------- of emotion. 

2. A poet, Eliot maintains must---------- to this special awareness of the past. 

3. “Tradition and the Individual Talent” has had many---------. 

4. Eliot explains that -------------- poet’s mind works by being a passive “receptacle” of 

images, phrases and feelings. 



5. ------------- means a belief, principle or way of acting which people in a particular society.  

6. He regrets that in our------------of authors we hardly include their connections with those 

living and dead. 

7. -------------- and sensitive appreciation are directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry. 

8. He rejects the idea of tradition in the name of--------- to successful compositions of the 

past. 

9. Eliot sees the poet's mind as------------- for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, 

phrases, and images. 

10. Eliot has also ignored other traditions that go into---------- formations. 

Unit – II  

F.R.Leavis:-Literature and Society:- 

           Objectives:- 

           Introduction:- 

           2.1 F.R. Leavis’s views on T.S.Eliot’s criticism. 

2.2 Distinction between Marxist element and social element. 

2.3 New nature of an essentially social nature of an individual. 

2.4 An appeal to the students of social sciences. 

2.5 F.R.Leavis’s acceptance of practical criticism as a tool to 

appreciate literature. 

Conclusion:- 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study 



Check your Progress:-Answers 

Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with F.R.Leavis’s famous essay “Literature and 

Society”. 

This chapter will give you information about:- 

 Leavis’s view on Eliot’s criticism. 

 Distinction between Marxist and social element. 

 Levis’s appeal to the students of social sciences. 

 Acceptance of practical criticism by Leavis. 

Introduction:- 

Frank Raymond "F. R." Leavis, CH (14 July 1895 – 14 April 1978) was an 

influential British literary critic of the early-to-mid-twentieth century. He taught 

for much of his career at Downing College, Cambridge but often latterly at the 

University of York. 

Frank Raymond Leavis was born in Cambridge, in 1895, about a decade after T. S. 

Eliot, James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence and Ezra Pound, literary figures whose 

reputations he would later contribute to enhancing. His father, Harry Leavis, a 

cultured man, ran a small shop in Cambridge which sold pianos and other musical 

instruments (Hayman 1), and his son was to retain a respect for him throughout his 

life. Frank Leavis was educated at a local fee-paying independent school, The 

Perse School, whose headmaster at the time was Dr. W. H. D. Rouse. Rouse was a 

classicist and known for his "direct method," a practice which required teachers to 

carry on classroom conversations with their pupils in Latin and classical Greek. 

Though he had some fluency in foreign languages, Leavis felt that his native 

language was the only one on which he was able to speak with authority. His 

extensive reading in the classical languages is not therefore strongly evident in his 

critical publications (Bell 3). 
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Leavis was nineteen when Britain declared war on Germany in 1914. Not wishing 

for a military role, he joined the Friends' Ambulance Unit, FAU, working in France 

immediately behind the Western Front, and carrying a copy of Milton's poems with 

him. On the introduction of conscription in 1916, he benefited from the blanket 

recognition of FAU members as conscientious objectors. His wartime experiences 

had a lasting effect on Leavis; mentally, he was prone to insomnia, while exposure 

to poison gas is often believed to have damaged his physical health
[citation needed]

, 

primarily his digestive system. 

F.R. Leavis in the introductory paragraphs of his essay attempts to define a 

'Marxist' or 'social' writer as world who is involved and has identified himself with 

the life and conditions of the working class. In doing this , the writer ought to trace 

and focus attention on the historical changes through which society and 

consequently, the working class had passed. This will tend to highlight the 

conditions of working classes and decline in their life and wage potentials. This, 

Leavis considers as the duty of every writer or a writer devoted to be a 'social' 

writer. Similarly, the duty of 'Marxist' critic is to minutely study and bring out 

whether and to what extent a writer who is a socialist, has succeeded in reflecting 

in his work the changing patterns of society. In passing, Leavis refuses to 

recognize D.H.Lawrence (despite his occupation with the working-class life), as a 

'socialist' writer for his misrepresentation of reality from bourgeoisie point of view.  

2.1 F.R. Leavis’s views on T.S.Eliot’s criticism:- 

Eliot’s criticism with his poetry made unconsciousness impossible and rejection 

was inevitable. Although Eliot used word “impersonal” Leavis makes it clear 

‘social’ is the implication. 

Check your Progress:- 

The word “Impersonal” is changed to what? 

2.2 Distinction between Marxist element and social element:- 

The concept of social element it is pointed out is not Marxist concept.The 

difference is made clear. Write must be aware of the “mind” of society-the mind of 
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his own country-a mind which he learns in time to be much more important than 

his own private mind. Difference is that there are two ways of thinking about 

literature. Marxist thinks of culture that stress is on economic and material 

determination..On the other hand there are intellectual and spiritual determinants, 

material conditions count; there is a certain measure of spiritual autonomy in 

human affairs. 

Check your Progress:- 

Which concept is not considered as Marxist’s concept? 

2.3 New nature of an essentially social nature of an individual:- 

         Without the individual talent there is no creation. Human being live only in 

individual. It is only the individuals that society lives. Materialistic or dialectic 

interpretation by Marxists obscures this truth. 

If we take example:-Wordsworth, Colreidge, Byron, Shelley and Keats lived in the 

same age-and differ among themselves. No general description will cover them. 

Though as influences they merge in a Romantic tradition they themselves do not 

exemplify any common romanticism. He leads to the new recognition of the social 

nature of the individual and of the reality he takes for granted.The measure of 

social collaboration and support was available to Blake, according to F.R.Leavis.  

Check your Progress:- 

How do Human being live? 

 

 



2.4 An appeal to the students of social sciences:- 

In a human nature there is a point of view which Leavis takes the stress as 

falling, should be kept in focus by student of social sciences. A study of it is 

should be an intimate study of complexities, potentialities and essentially of 

human nature. 

Check your Progress:- 

How does F.R.Leavis take stress as? 

2.5 F.R.Leavis’s acceptance of practical criticism as a tool to appreciate 

literature:- 

For Leavis, "language is more than a means of expression; it is the heuristic 

conquest won out of representative experience.It exemplifies the truth that life is 

growth and growth change, and the condition of these is continuity." It is the great 

creative writers who are the true thinkers and discoverers within a language (and 

hence within a civilization)--not the professional linguists or the linguistic 

philosophers such as Russell and Wittgenstein, certainly not the triumphant social 

scientists. This faith animates Leavis's possibly quixotic idea that the study of the 

major writers and their language in university schools of English represents the 

only hope for redeeming English civilization from its current decline. For America 

it is already in fact always has been too late.  

For all his insularity and crankiness, Leavis's great strength as a critic lies, as it has 

for 50 years, in his loving, delicate, discriminating probing of a writer 's fusion of 

language and thought, passage by passage. Always he postulates an area in which 

concerned, responsible, collaborative readers can meet--though not always agree--

in response to the question, "This is so, isn't it?" (Imagine applying such a question 

to almost any assertion of Bloom's!) The practical criticism in this book is as good 

as any Leavis has ever written. The concluding section on "The Four Quartets" 

demonstrates with something approaching finality the way in which Eliot's 

marvelous powers as a poet were sapped--not fatally--by an inadequacy in his 

thought, by his insistence on "the unreality, the unlivingness, of life in time."  



Check Your Progress:- 

Which kind of criticism F.R.leavis talking about? 

Conclusion:- 

To conclude we can say that, Leavis is often cited as one of the most 

important and influential literary critics of his time. Fully committed to the 

belief that literature is an important social and moral force, Leavis argued 

persuasively that the study of literature should be seen as a vital pursuit. He 

further asserted that the critical study of literature demands a disciplined 

expertise. In Leavis's opinion, emotional, biographical, and historical 

approaches to literary criticism reveal little about a given text. Instead, he 

felt that literary inquiry requires a scrupulous examination of texts and a 

"searching critical intelligence." 

Check Your Progress:-Answers. 

    2.1 ‘Social’  

    2.2   The concept of social element  

    2.3    In individual.  

    2.4   As falling, 

    2.5   The practical criticism 

Check your Progress:-Self Study. 

1. F.R. Leavis in the introductory paragraphs of his essay attempts to define a---------- or '---

----------' writer. 

2. Leavis felt that his native language was the only one on which he was able to speak with -

------------. 

3. Leavis considers as the duty of every---------- is to be a 'social' writer. 



4. Marxist thinks of culture that stress is on--------- and----------. 

5. There is a certain measure of------------ in human affairs. 

6. They themselves do not------------ any common romanticism. 

7. Leavis leads to the new recognition of-----------of the individual. 

8. ------------- is more than a means of expression. 

9. Leavis argued persuasively that the study of literature should be seen as----------- pursuit. 

10. Always Leavis-------- an area in which concerned, responsible, collaborative readers can 

meet. 

 Unit – III 

Northrope Frye:-The Archetypes of Literature:- 

 Objectives:- 

 Introduction:- 

          3.1 Definition of archetype. 

3.2 Anatomy of criticism. 

3.3 Valuation of examples. 

3.4 Textual analysis 

3.5 Comparison of archetypal traits. 

Conclusion:- 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 



 

 

 

Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with Northrope Frye’s famous essay “The Archetypes of 

Literature”. 

This chapter will give you information about:- 

 Concept of “Archetype”. 

 Anatomy of criticism. 

 Valuation of examples. 

 Textual analysis. 

Introduction:- 

Herman Northrop Frye, CC FRSC (July 14, 1912 – January 23, 1991) was a 

Canadian literary critic and literary theorist, considered one of the most influential 

of the 20th century.Frye gained international fame with his first book, Fearful 

Symmetry (1947), which led to the reinterpretation of the poetry of William Blake. 

His lasting reputation rests principally on the theory of literary criticism that he 

developed in Anatomy of Criticism (1957), one of the most important works of 

literary theory published in the twentieth century. The American critic Harold 

Bloom commented at the time of its publication that Anatomy established Frye as 

"the foremost living student of Western literature."
[1]

 Frye's contributions to 

cultural and social criticism spanned a long career during which he earned 

widespread recognition and received many honours. 

Bodkin’s Archetypal Patterns in Poetry, the first work on the subject of archetypal 

literary criticism, applies Jung’s theories about the collective unconscious, 

archetypes, and primordial images to literature. It was not until the work of the 

Canadian literary critic Northrop Frye that archetypal criticism was theorized in 

purely literary terms. The major work of Frye’s to deal with archetypes is Anatomy 

of Criticism but his essay The Archetypes of Literature is a precursor to the book. 
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Frye’s thesis in “The Archetypes of Literature” remains largely unchanged in 

Anatomy of Criticism. Frye’s work helped displace New Criticism as the major 

mode of analyzing literary texts, before giving way to structuralism and semiotics . 

Frye’s work breaks from both Frazer and Jung in such a way that it is distinct from 

its anthropological and psychoanalytical precursors.  

3.1 Definition of archetype: -  

Archetype:-  A term that has come down from Neo-Platonic times, and has usually 

meant a standard, pattern, or model.  It has been sporadically employed in this 

sense in literary criticism down to at least the eighteenth century.  An archetype 

differs from a prototype (even though the two words have often been used 

interchangeably) in that prototype refers primarily to a genetic and temporal 

pattern of relationship.  In modern literary criticism archetype means a recurring or 

repeating unit, normally an image, which indicates that a poet is following a certain 

convention or working in a certain GENRE.  For example, the PASTORAL 

ELEGY is a convention, descending from ritual laments over dying gods, and 

hence when Milton contributes Lycidas to a volume of memorial poems to an 

acquaintance who was drowned in the Irish Sea, the poem is written as a pastoral 

elegy, and consequently employs a number of conventional images that had been 

used earlier by Theocritus, Virgil, and many RENAISSANCE poets.  The 

conventions include imagery of the solar and seasonal cycles, in which autumn 

frost, the image of premature death, and sunset in the western ocean are prominent; 

the idea that the subject of the elegy was a shepherd with a recognized pastoral 

name and an intimate friend of the poet; a satirical passage on the state of the 

church, with implied puns on pastor and flock (naturally a post-Virgilian feature); 

and death and rebirth imagery attached to the cycle of water, symbolized by the 

legend of Alpheus, the river and river god that went underground in Greece and 

surfaced again in Sicily in order to join the fountain and fountain nymph Arethusa. 

An archetype is a universally recognized symbol found in almost every form of 

storytelling across different times and cultures. The use of archetypes to explain 

human behavior was pioneered by Carl Jung and entered the realm of literary 

criticism through the work of Sir James Frazer (The Golden Bough). Hero, 

trickster, maiden, mentor, and crone are found among archetypal characters, while 

archetypal story patterns include rite of passage, death and rebirth, quest, or the 

return. Recurring symbols (the four elements, various colors, weather, and seasons) 

lend further levels for interpretation. The examination of archetypes in literary 

criticism, especially the works of Northrop Frye, breaks away from the emphasis 

on the origins of archetypes, looking instead at their function in literary works. 



In literary criticism the term archetype denotes recurrent narratives designs, 

patterns of action, character-types, themes, and images which are identifiable in a 

wide variety of works of literature, as well as in myths, dreams, and even social 

rituals. Such recurrent items are held to be the result of elemental and universal 

forms or patterns in the human psyche, whose effective embodiment in a literary 

work evokes a profound response from the attentive reader, because he or she 

shares the psychic archetypes expressed by the author. An important antecedent for 

the literary theory of the archetype was the treatment of myth by a group of 

comparative anthropologists at Cambridge University, especially James G. Frazer, 

whose The Golden Bough (1890-1915) identified elemental patterns of myth and 

ritual that , claimed, recur in the legends and ceremonials of diverse and far-flung 

cultures ad religions. An even more important antecedent was the depth 

psychology of Carl G. Jung(1875-1961), who applied the term “archetype” to what 

he called “primordial images”, the “psychic residue” of repeated patterns of 

experience in our very ancient ancestors which, he maintained, survive in the 

“collective unconscious” of the human race and are expressed in yths, religion, 

dreams, and private fantasies, as well as in works of literature. Where is archetypal 

literary criticism manifested? Who are pioneers of archetypal literary criticism? 

What types of archetypal themes, images and characters are traced in literature by 

them?  

Archetypal literary criticism was given impetus by Maud Bodkin’s Archetypal 

Patterns in Poetry (1934) and flourished especially during the 150s and 1960s. 

Apart from him, the other prominent practitioners of various modes of archetypal 

criticism were G. Wilson Knight, Robert Graves, Philip Wheelwright, Richard 

Chase, Leslie Fiedler, and Joseph Campbell. These critics tended to emphasize the 

occurrence of mythical patterns in literature, on the assumption that myths are 

closer t the elemental archetype than the artful manipulation of sophisticated 

writers. The death/re-birth theme was often said to be the archetype of archetypes, 

and was held t be grounded in the cycle f the seasons and the organic cycle of 



human life; this archetype, it was claimed, occur in primitive rituals of the king 

who is annually sacrificed, I widespread myths of gods who die to be reborn, and 

in a multitude of diverse texts, including the Bible, Dante’s Divine Comedy in the 

early 14th cen., and S.T.Coleridge’s Rime of Ancient Mariner in 1798.  

Among the other archetypal themes, images and characters frequently traced in 

literature were the journey underground, the heavenly ascent, the search, the 

Paradise/Hades dichotomy, the Promethean rebel-hero, the scapegoat, the earth 

goddess, and the fatal woman. 

Check your Progress:- 

What does an “Archetype” mean? 

 3.2 Anatomy of criticism:- 

In   his remarkable and influential book Anatomy of Criticism (1957), N. Frye 

developed the archetypal approach into a radical and comprehensive revision of 

traditional grounds both in the theory of literature and the practice of literary 

criticism. For Frye, the death-rebirth myth that Frazer sees manifest in agriculture 

and the harvest is not ritualistic since it is involuntary, and therefore, must be done. 

As for Jung, Frye was uninterested about the collective unconscious on the grounds 

of feeling it was unnecessary: since the unconscious is unknowable it cannot be 

studied. How archetypes came to be was also of no concern to Frye; rather, the 

function and effect of archetypes is his interest. Frye proposed that the totality of 

literary works constitute a “self-contained literary universe” which has been 

created over the ages by the human imagination so as to assimilate the alien and 

indifferent world of nature into archetypal forms that serve to satisfy enduring 

human desires and needs. In this literary universe, four radical mythoi (i.e. plot 

forms, or organizing structural principles), correspondent to the four seasons in the 

cycle of the natural world, are incorporated in the four major genres of comedy 

(spring), romance (summer), tragedy (autumn), and satire (winter).Frye has exerted 

tremendous influence in the field of literary criticism and in the area of education 

in literature and the humanities. This influence derives mainly from his Anatomy of 

Criticism, a work in which Frye made large and controversial claims for literature 

and literary critics.  

In Anatomy, Frye argued that judgments are not inherent in the critical process. He 

further asserted that literary criticism can be "scientific" in its methods and its 

results, without borrowing concepts from other fields of study. Literary criticism, 



in Frye's view, can and should be autonomous in the manner that physics, biology, 

and chemistry are autonomous disciplines. For Frye, literature is schematic 

because it is wholly structured by myth and symbol. The critic becomes a kind of 

scientist, determining how symbols and myth are ordered and function in a given 

work. The critic need not, in Frye's view, make judgments of value about the work; 

a critical study is structured by the fact that the components of literature, like those 

of nature, are unchanging and predictable.  

 

   Check your Progress:- 

   Judgments are not inherent in which process according to Frye? 

3.3 Valuation of examples:- 

Archetypes fall into two major categories: characters, situations/symbols. It is 

easiest to understand them with the help of examples. Listed below are some of 

the most common archetypes in each category. Characters : 1. The hero - The 

courageous figure, the one who's always running in and saving the day. 

Example: Dartagnon from Alexandre Dumas's "The Three Musketeers". 

(Hamlet, Macbeth, Tom Jones, Moll, … ) 2. The outcast - The outcast is just 

that. He or she has been cast out of society or has left it on a voluntary basis. 

The outcast figure can oftentimes also be considered as a Christ figure. 

Example: Simon from William Golding's "The Lord of the Flies". ( Pandavs, 

Ram-Sita-laxman, Sugreve, Duke, Orlando, Rosalind in As You Like It, tramps 

in Godot, …) 3. The scapegoat - The scapegoat figure is the one who gets 

blamed for everything, regardless of whether he or she is actually at fault. 

Example: Snowball from George Orwell's "Animal Farm". [Tom Jones, Darcy 

in P&P (breaking of Lizzy’s sis’s relationship, elopement), Technology in 

BNW, Tess for death of Prince, giving birth to Sorrow, …] 4. The star-crossed 

lovers - This is the young couple joined by love but unexpectedly parted by 



fate. Example: Romeo and Juliet from William Shakespeare's "Romeo and 

Juliet". [ Tess and Angel, Heer – Ranjha, Sheeri – Farhad, ….] 5. The shrew - 

This is that nagging, bothersome wife always battering her husband with verbal 

abuse. Example: Zeena from Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome". [Katherina in 

Taming of Shrew, Paul’s mother in S&L, Lizzy’s mother in P&P. 6. Femme 

Fatale : A female character type who brings upon catastrophic and disastrous 

events. Eve from the story of Genesis or Pandora from Greek mythology are 

two such figures. 7. The Journey: A narrative archetype where the protagonist 

must overcome a series of obstacles before reaching his or her goal. The 

quintessential journey archetype in Western culture is arguably Homer’s 

Odyssey Situations/symbols: • Archetypal symbols vary more than archetype 

narratives or character types, but any symbol with deep roots in a culture's 

mythology, such as the forbidden fruit in Genesis or even the poison apple in 

Snow White, is an example of a symbol that resonates to archetypal critics. 

Check your Progress:- 

What are the two major categories of Archetypes? 

3.4 Textual analysis:- 

There are two basic categories in Frye’s framework, i.e., comedic and tragic. Each 

category is further subdivided into two categories: comedy and romance for the 

comedic; tragedy and satire (or ironic) for the tragic. Though he is dismissive of 

Frazer, Frye uses the seasons in his archetypal schema. Each season is aligned with 

a literary genre: comedy with spring, romance with summer, tragedy with autumn, 

and satire with winter.  

• Comedy is aligned with spring because the genre of comedy is characterized by 

the birth of the hero, revival and resurrection. Also, spring symbolizes the defeat of 

winter and darkness. • Romance and summer are paired together because summer 

is the culmination of life in the seasonal calendar, and the romance genre 



culminates with some sort of triumph, usually a marriage. • Autumn is the dying 

stage of the seasonal calendar, which parallels the tragedy genre because it is, 

(above all), known for the “fall” or demise of the protagonist. • Satire is 

metonymized with winter on the grounds that satire is a “dark” genre. Satire is a 

disillusioned and mocking form of the three other genres. It is noted for its 

darkness, dissolution, the return of chaos, and the defeat of the heroic figure.  

The context of a genre determines how a symbol or image is to be interpreted. Frye 

outlines five different spheres in his schema: human, animal, vegetation, mineral, 

and water. • The comedic human world is representative of wish-fulfillment and 

being community centered. In contrast, the tragic human world is of isolation, 

tyranny, and the fallen hero.  

• Animals in the comedic genres are docile and pastoral (e.g. sheep), while animals 

are predatory and hunters in the tragic (e.g. wolves).  

• For the realm of vegetation, the comedic is, again, pastoral but also represented 

by gardens, parks, roses and lotuses. As for the tragic, vegetation is of a wild 

forest, or as being barren.  

• Cities, temples, or precious stones represent the comedic mineral realm. The 

tragic mineral realm is noted for being a desert, ruins, or “of sinister geometrical 

images” (Frye 1456).  

• Lastly, the water realm is represented by rivers in the comedic. With the tragic, 

the seas, and especially floods, signify the water sphere. Frye admits that his 

schema in “The Archetypes of Literature” is simplistic, but makes room for 

exceptions by noting that there are neutral archetypes. The example he cites are 

islands such as Circe’s or Prospero’s which cannot be categorized under the tragic 

or comedic. 

Check your Progress:- 

Comedy is aligned with what? 

 

 

 



3.5 Comparison of archetypal traits:- 

Arguments about the Contemporary Dilemma with Frye’s Archetypal Literary 

Criticism.  It  has been argued that Frye’s version of archetypal criticism 

strictly categorizes works based on their genres, which determines how an 

archetype is to be interpreted in a text. According to this argument the dilemma 

Frye’s archetypal criticism faces with more contemporary literature, and that 

of post-modernism in general, is that genres and categories are no longer 

distinctly separate and that the very concept of genres has become blurred, thus 

problematizing Frye’s schema. For instance Beckett’s Waiting For Godot is 

considered a tragicomedy, a play with elements of tragedy and satire, with the 

implication that interpreting textual elements in the play becomes difficult as 

the two opposing seasons and conventions that Frye associated with genres are 

pitted against each other. But in fact, arguments about generic blends such as 

tragicomedy go back to the Renaissance, and Frye always conceived of genres 

as fluid. Frye thought literary forms were part of a great circle and were 

capable of shading into other generic forms. (Diagram of his wheel in 

Anatomy of Criticism )  

Check your Progress:- 

What does Frye always conceived of? 

Conclusion:- 

Thus to Conclude, we can say that, Frye believes that literature occupies a position 

of extreme importance within any culture. Literature, as Frye sees it, is "the place 

where our imaginations find the ideal that they try to pass on to belief and action, 

where they find the vision which is the source of both the dignity and the joy of 



life." The literary critic serves society by studying and "translating" the structures 

in which that vision is encoded. 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

  3.1   A standard, pattern, or model. 

 3.2    In the critical process. 

 3.3   Characters, situations/symbols. 

3.4    With spring 

3.5    Genres as fluid. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

1. -------------- Archetypal Patterns in Poetry, the first work on the subject of archetypal 

literary criticism. 

2. The use of --------- to explain human behavior was pioneered by Carl Jung. 

3. The literary theory of the archetype was the treatment of--------- by a group of 

comparative anthropologists. 

4. Frye was uninterested about the--------- unconscious. 

5. In--------------- archetype where the protagonist must overcome a series of obstacles 

before reaching his or her goal. 

6. There are two basic categories in Frye’s framework,---------- and---------. 

7. Satire is metonymized with winter on the grounds that satire is a--------- genre. 

8. ----------- realm is represented by rivers in the comedic. 

9. The Archetypes of Literature” is-------------. 

10. It has been argued that Frye’s version of archetypal criticism strictly categorizes works 

based on their----------. 

 



Unit – IV 

Rohald Barthes:-The Death of the Author:- 

           Objectives:- 

           Introduction:- 

           4.1 Autonomy of the text. 

4.2 Multiplicity of interpretations. 

4.3 Reader’s pivotal tone. 

4.4 Language as an important factor 

Conclusion:- 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

Objectives:- 

Friends, this unit deals with Rohald Barthes’s famous essay “The Death of the 

Author”. 

This chapter will give you information about:- 

 Multiplicity of interpretations. 

 Reader’s role. 

 Language as an important factor. 



Introduction:- 

Roland Gérard Barthes ( 12 November 1915 – 26 March
[1]

 1980) was a French 

literary theorist, philosopher, linguist, critic, and semiotician. Barthes' ideas 

explored a diverse range of fields and he influenced the development of schools of 

theory including structuralism, semiotics, social theory, designtheory, 

anthropology and post-structuralism. 

Roland Barthes was born on 12 November 1915 in the town of Cherbourg in 

Normandy. He was the son of naval officer Louis Barthes, who was killed in a 

battle in the North Sea before his son was one year old. His mother, Henriette 

Barthes, and his aunt and grandmother raised him in the village of Urt and the city 

of Bayonne. When Barthes was eleven, his family moved to Paris, though his 

attachment to his provincial roots would remain strong throughout his life. 

The Death of the Author (1967)is an essay by the French literary critic and 

theorist Roland Barthes. Barthes's essay argues against traditional literary 

criticism's practice of incorporating the intentions and biographical context of an 

author in an interpretation of a text, and instead argues that writing and creator are 

unrelated. 

The essay's first English-language publication was in the American journal Aspen, 

no. 5-6 in 1967; the French debut was in the magazine Manteia, no. 5 (1968). The 

essay later appeared in an anthology of Barthes's essays, Image-Music-Text (1977), 

a book that also included his "From Work To Text". 

In his essay, Barthes argues against the method of reading and criticism that relies 

on aspects of the author's identity — their political views, historical context, 

religion, ethnicity, psychology, or other biographical or personal attributes — to 

distill meaning from the author's work. In this type of criticism, the experiences 

and biases of the author serve as a definitive "explanation" of the text. For Barthes, 

this method of reading may be apparently tidy and convenient but is actually 

sloppy and flawed: 

"To give a text an Author" and assign a single, corresponding interpretation to it "is 

to impose a limit on that text." 

“The Death of the Author” by Roland Barthes is a landmark for 20th century 

literature, literary theory, post-structuralism, and postmodernism. The essay 

opposes the established trends “in ordinary culture […] tyrannically centered on 

the author, his person, his life,” and abolish the classical literary criticism that 
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analyses a literary work within the biographical and personal context of the author 

of the work. 

 

4.1 Autonomy of the text:- 

Readers must thus separate a literary work from its creator in order to liberate the 

text from interpretive tyranny (a notion similar to Erich Auerbach's discussion of 

narrative tyranny in Biblical parables
[citation needed]

). Each piece of writing contains 

multiple layers and meanings. In a well-known quotation, Barthes draws an 

analogy between text and textiles, declaring that a "text is a tissue [or fabric] of 

quotations," drawn from "innumerable centers of culture," rather than from one, 

individual experience. The essential meaning of a work depends on the 

impressions of the reader, rather than the "passions" or "tastes" of the writer; "a 

text's unity lies not in its origins," or its creator, "but in its destination," or its 

audience. 

Barthes goes on to discuss the text itself appearing as derivative, extracted from 

other works due to the “innumerable centres of culture” (385). The direct intent of 

the author may be muddled due to the translation from author to text to reader, the 

text ending up more of an “immense dictionary” (385) than anything else. The 

inability of text to truly capture the “passions, humours, feelings, impressions” 

(385) of the author are “lost, infinitely deferred” (385) due to the subjectivity of the 

reader. 

This point ultimately leads to Barthes main point: the reader holds more 

responsibility to the text than the author. The complexity of different connotations 

and experiences that come from the author into the text are flattened when it 

arrives to the reader. The reader comes empty handed and is completely 

impersonalized with the text. It is as if a sculpture, a three dimensional work, is 

photographed, reduced to two dimensions. So much information is condensed and 

made inaccessible to the viewer. Barthes makes the point that the origin of a work 

may lie with the author, but its destination is with the reader. “… [T]he birth of the 

reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.” (386). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Erich_Auerbach
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The death of the Author is the inability to create, produce, or discover any text or 

idea. The author is a “scriptor” who simply collects preexisting quotations. He is 

not able to create or decide the meaning of his work.  The task of meaning falls “in 

the destination”—the reader. 

Check your Progress:- 

The essential meaning of work depends on what? 

4.2 Multiplicity of interpretations:- 

By taking away the author and all unnecessary information, the story’s possibilities 

become unlimited. The reader assumes the powerful place of interpretation and 

criticism.  Reading and interjecting the views and connotations of the reader should 

be the ultimate goal of literature. Before reading the text, the reader should have 

nothing to interfere with his delving in and bringing his personality and views to 

the work. When appraising a literary work, the focus should be on the writing 

itself.  When the interpretation of the work includes extraneous information, the 

interpretation of the text is limited; and the reader is constricted in understanding 

and appreciating the written words.   

Another aspect of the multiple discovery theory is the development and elaboration 

of ideas. For multiple discovery, a “discoverer” is simply one of the many 

contributors. Common culture has it that Alexander Graham Bell is the Inventor of 

the telephone, but the discovery was likely reached independently by others too,  as 

well as elaborated on. The stages before the official “completion” of the telephone, 

for example the wires necessary for a telephone to operate, are just as important. In 

a similar way, Apple is considered the creator of the iPhone. But is it not simply an 

elaboration of the invention of the telephone, a discovery inevitably dependent on 

the invention of camera, micro chips, etc.? 

Another aspect of the multiple discovery theory is the development and elaboration 

of ideas. For multiple discovery, a “discoverer” is simply one of the many 

contributors. Common culture has it that Alexander Graham Bell is the Inventor of 

the telephone, but the discovery was likely reached independently by others too,  as 

well as elaborated on. The stages before the official “completion” of the telephone, 

for example the wires necessary for a telephone to operate, are just as important. In 

a similar way, Apple is considered the creator of the iPhone. But is it not simply an 

elaboration of the invention of the telephone, a discovery inevitably dependent on 

the invention of camera, micro chips, etc. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2002/jun/17/humanities.internationaleducationnews


Check your Progress:- 

Which is another aspect of the multiple discovery theory? 

4.3 Reader’s pivotal tone:- 

The essay “The Death of the Author” can have several implications, both literal 

and metaphoric. In literary criticism, the death of the Author is the “death” of the 

physical real-life author of the work: For example, Baudelaire’s “The Flowers of 

Evil” should not be analyzed in the context of Baudelaire’s life.“The Death of the 

Author” rejects the idea of authorial intent, and instead develops a reader-

response critical theory. 

The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are 

inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in 

its destination.Roland Barthes in his essay “The Death of the Author” presents the 

idea that a literary work should be judged without the influence of the author’s life, 

loves, and desires.  The literature is what should be evaluated and not the author 

himself. By eliminating this facet of the work, the written work comes to the 

forefront and can be assessed solely on its own merits.  The reader and the text are 

the two most important elements in the interpretation of a literary piece. The 

connotations that should be elucidated in the reading should come from the reader 

and not the author. When the reader is able to come to a written work with no bias, 

true interpretation takes place. 

For example, so much is known about Edgar Allan Poe’s use of addictive drugs. 

 When the reader looks at his material, he brings a muddled approach to Poe’s 

stories or poems. Poe was a brilliant man who had many struggles in his life. Think 

about the impact of drugs or alcohol.  Is it possible to write the elegant and 

fascinating stories under the influence of them? Poe suffered from depression, 

financial problems, family problems and addiction problems. Therefore, the 

reader’s interpretation will be clouded.  

According to Barthes, “To give a text an author is to impose a limit on the text, to 

furnish it with a final signified, and to close the writing. …when the author has 

been found, the text is ‘explained’…”The origin of the work may be the author, but 

the final experience belongs solely to the reader. 



Check your Progress:- 

What imposes a limit on the “Text” according to Barthes? 

4.4 Language as an important factor:- 

In literary writing, the death of the Author is the “death” of the omniscient narrator 

and the author who calls attention to his presence in the text. For example, the 

author should not address the readers with phrases such as “dear reader”; the 

author should not give information about the characters that cannot be known in a 

“real-life” situation—such as characters’ thoughts and feelings. Another example 

is the use of “I” from the point of view of the author. 

The death of the Author is the inability to create, produce, or discover any text or 

idea. The author is a “scriptor” who simply collects preexisting quotations. He is 

not able to create or decide the meaning of his work.  The task of meaning falls “in 

the destination”—the reader. 

In contrast, although Barthes calls this idea "the death of the author," the language 

used to describe the process of this death is far more  gentle, even passive. The 

author is not in fact, torn, pierced, or destroyed, he simply "diminishes like a 

figurine at the far end of the literary stage." Since the text stands between the 

author and the reader, the author is not harmed by his "death". He simply goes 

unseen. 

Check your Progress:- 

What does the “The Death of the Author”produce? 

Conclusion:- 

 Thus to conclude we can say that, The Death of the Author is the multiplicity of 

meaning—therefore the ultimate collapse of meaning. It is the freedom from the 

shackles of meaning and Author’s intention. The death of the Author is also the 

inability to create, invent, or be original. It is the spinning out of control into the 

abyss of multiple meanings and inevitable meaninglessness. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omniscient_narrator#Third-person.2C_omniscient


Check your Progress:-Answers. 

4.1 On the impressions of the reader. 

4.2 Development and elaboration of ideas. 

4.3 To give a text an author. 

4.4 Text or idea. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

1. “The Death of the Author” by Roland Barthes is a landmark for--------- literature. 

2. For-------------- this method of reading may be apparently tidy and convenient but is 
actually sloppy and flawed. 

3. The reader comes empty handed and is completely------------ with the text. 

4. The author is a----------- who simply collects preexisting quotations. 

5. When the interpretation of the work includes------- the interpretation of the text is limited. 

6. When appraising a------------- the focus should be on the writing itself. 

7. So much is known about------------- use of addictive drugs. 

8. The essay “The Death of the Author” can have several implications, both---------- and-----

------. 

9.  The----------- stands between the author and the reader. 

10. The task of meaning falls  in------------the reader. 

  

 

 

 

 



Unit – V 

Elaine Showalter:-Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness 

           Objectives:- 

           Introduction:- 

           5.1 Developing a specific female framework. 

5.2 Feminine identity. 

5.3 Feminine mode of experience. 

5.4 Feminine theoretical and critical writing. 

5.5 Gender discrimination. 

5.6 Biological criticism 

5.7 Linguistic criticism 

5.8 Psychoanalytical criticism. 

5.9 Cultural criticism. 

 Conclusion:- 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

Objectives:- 



Friends, this unit deals with Elaine Showalter’s famous essay“ Feminist   Criticism 

in the wilderness”. 

This chapter will give you information about:- 

 Female framework. 

 Feminine identity. 

 Feminine mode of experience. 

 Gender discrimination. 

 Cultural criticism. 

Introduction:- 

Elaine Showalter (born January 21, 1941) is an American literary critic, feminist, 

and writer on cultural and social issues. She is one of the founders of feminist 

literary criticism in United States academia, developing the concept and practice of 

gynocritics.Best known in academic and popular cultural fields,
[1]

 she has written 

and edited numerous books and articles focused on a variety of subjects, from 

feminist literary criticism to fashion, sometimes sparking widespread controversy, 

especially with her work on illnesses. Showalter has been a television critic for 

People magazine and a commentator on BBC radio and television. 

One of America's foremost academic literary scholars, Showalter is renowned for 

her pioneering feminist studies of nineteenth- and twentieth-century female authors 

and her provocative cultural analysis of women's oppression in the history of 

psychiatry. In her influential book A Literature of Their Own: British Women 

Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (1977), Showalter advanced a new form of 

feminist literary theory under the term “gynocriticism,” offering an alternative 

framework for the interpretation of women's literary history. Likewise, in works 

such as The Female Malady: Women, Madness, and English Culture, 1830-1980 

(1985) and Hystories: Hysterical Epidemics and Modern Culture (1997), 

Showalter forged the branch of feminist criticism known as “hystory,” an attempt 

to reinterpret and redefine the pejorative notion of women's hysteria as embodied 

in literary and social history. Showalter's contributions to feminist criticism and 

women's studies have helped influence the canon of British and American 
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literature, bringing new visibility and legitimacy to often forgotten or under-

appreciated female authors. 

5.1 Developing a specific female framework:- 

Gynocriticism is the historical study of women writers as a distinct literary 

tradition. (Friedman 18) Elaine Showalter coined this term in her essay "Toward a 

Feminist Poetics." It refers to a criticism that constructs "a female framework for 

the analysis of women's literature, to develop new models based on the study of 

female experience, rather than to adapt male models and theories" (quoted by 

Groden and Kreiswurth from "Toward a Feminist Poetics," New Feminist 

Criticism, 131). The work of gynocriticism has been criticized by recent feminists 

for being essentialist, following too closely along the lines of Sigmund Freud and 

New Criticism, and leaving out lesbians and women of color. (Literary Terms) 

The second mode of feminist criticism (i.e. gynocritics)is the study of women  as 

writers,  and its subjects are history, styles themes, genres, and structures of 

writing, by women; the psychodynamics of female creativity; the trajectory of the 

individual or collective female career; and the evolution and laws of a female 

literary tradition…unlike the feminist critique, gynocritics offers many theoretical 

opportunities…it is no longer ideological dilemma of reconciling revisionary 

pluralisms but the essential question of difference.  
ix
  (my parenthesis) The word 

“difference” is important in the above citation. The gynocritics is an answer to the 

questions like “How can we (female writers) constitute women as a distinct literary 

group? What is the difference of women’s writing?”  
x
  In order to posses one’s 

room, money, fiction, thinking, status etc. one must maintain one’s individuality 

with  difference  or one’s singular thinking. She conceded Patricia Meyer Spacks 

the first gynocritics. Her book,  The Female Imagination  (1975), shifts from an 

androcentric to a gynocritics feminist criticism. Because it asks, again and again, 

how woman’s writing had different, how womanhood itself shaped women’s 

creative expression. 

Check your Progress:- 

What is “Gynocriticism”? 
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5.2 Feminine identity:- 

Feminist:  The Feminist phase (1880-1920) was a period of “the winning of vote, 

women are historical enabled to reject the accommodating postures of femininity 

and to use literature to dramatize the ordeals of wronged womanhood... a 

generation of New Women redefined the women artists role in terms of 

responsibility to suffering sisters.”  
ii
  It was characterized by woman’s writing that 

protested against phallocentrism and advocated women’s rights and values, and 

freedom. The female writers of that period were Elizabeth Gaskell, and Gilman 

etc.   

Female:  The Female phase (1920—) is one of self-discovery. Showalter says, 

“women reject both imitation and protest—two forms of dependency—and turn 

instead to  female experience as the source of an autonomous art,  extending the 

feminist analysis of culture to the forms and techniques of literature”  
iii

  In This 

phase representatives of formal aesthetic …began to think them discreet and self 

sufficient. Richardson and Woolf were leading among them. Thus, “Towards a 

feminist Poetics”, demonstrates historical survey of feminist writers categorizing 

them genealogically.   

The government should fight to establish liberty of such kind, and women must 

know how to be benefitted of liberty by leaving that habits which were spoiling 

and waste. Virginia Woolf went ahead and asked women to have their own room 

and money if they want to write fiction. Her A  Room of One’s Room  (1929) 

discusses liberation, feminism, and androgyny. Simone de Beauvoir’s  Le 

deuxième sexe  (The  Second Sex,  1953) ,like Woolf’s  Room,  is an elucidation of 

androcentric intellectualism and socialism. They wrote against classical 

andocentrism like ‘The female is a female by virtue of a certain lack of qualities,’ 

said Aristotle; ‘we should regard the female nature as afflicted with a natural 

defectiveness.’, and St. Thomas’s belief that woman is an ‘imperfect man’, or an 

‘incidental’ being etc. They are fine examples of ‘gynocritics’. They give 

foundation of thinking woman as woman, as intellectual being, as creative artist, 



individual, and singular. But they were more sociological, political, and personal 

than literary. Showalter textualises woman by embedding her identity as a 

significant content of any literature.   

The idea of feminine, female, and feminist is not new, (Wollstonecraft talked of 

“female consciousness”, Woolf had also “looked within and life” of female’s 

“myriad impressions”)  
vii

  , but Showalter presented them as a literary discourse, 

coining and practising ‘gynocritics’ . Virginia Woolf used term “feminist” 

repeatedly in her  Room  in order to convey sense of individual female identity, but 

feminist might be used phallocentrically. Therefore Showalter proposed the theory 

of ‘gynocritics’, a special writing of female creative sensibility. Gynocritics, she 

observes, is different from feminist critique. In “Towards a Feminist Poetics”, she 

conceded:   

The feminist critique is essentially political and polemical, with theoretical 

affiliations to Marxist sociology, and aesthetics; gynocritics is more self contained 

and experimental, with connections to other modes of new feminist research.  
viii

  

She makes clear her points of view in 1981 in an essay “Feminist Criticism in the 

Wilderness”   

 Check your Progress:- 

Who were the leaders of Female phase? 

5.3 Feminine mode of experience:- 

“Gynocritics” is not an analysis, elucidation, nor assessment but an 

interpretation (establishing meaning of something) made on women in 

history, society, art, literature, and genres by woman herself. It is more 

creative act than feminist critique because it can establish woman as genius 

and intellectual one. It challenges to Rousseauestic anti-feminist belief that 

woman cannot equate to man in intellect and creativity. It is that notion 

which was in the womb of an intellectual woman of her land and century, 

named Wollstonecraft, nourished by Virginia Woolf and made a young by 

Showalter. Wollstonecraft, throughout her life career, fought for individual 

identity of woman and emancipated female creative-life. Her  A Vindication 

of the Rights of woman (1792)  was a rebuttal to Burke’s  Reflections  
v
  ,  

The Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas on  the Sublime  and 

Beautiful  (1756) ,Thomas Paine’s  The Rights of Man,  and Rousseauestic 

anti-feminism. And she proved creativity an individual and independent 

entity of a Natural Gift which belongs to neither male nor female. She 



conceded, “The power of generalizing ideas, to any great extent, is not very 

common amongst men or women. But this exercise is the true cultivation of 

the understanding…”  
vi

  And cultivation of understanding depends on 

cultivation of the selfidentity and maintaining self-dignity. She argued 

reasonably if all men are genius, intellectual, men of letters. Answer is but 

in negative. Thus to become a man, is not becoming a genius. One must 

have one’s own self freed to think whatever one wants—one is genius.  

Check your Progress:- 

What is not common amongst men or women? 

5.4 Feminine theoretical and critical writing:- 

To understand the nature of feminist literary criticism and its alternative approach 

to literature, we must first understand its long history. Although critics like Simone 

de Beauvoir, Mary Elleman and Kate Millett were among the first to reveal the 

literary history of women's images and to discuss the dominant stereotyped images 

of female fictional characters, the history of feminist criticism goes back hundreds 

of years in time. It can even be traced back to Aristotle's declaration that "The 

female is female by virtue of a certain lack of qualities," and St. Thomas Aquinas's 

belief that woman is an "imperfect man."  Texts go-ing back as far as 

Aristophanes's comedy Lysistrata, "which is about how women achieved social 

change by withholding sexual favours from their men" (Ruthven 16); and 

Aeschylus's trilogy, The Oresteia, where Athena wins over Apollo's argument that 

the mother is no parent to her child, are among the earliest examples of feminist 

criticism.  Also, Raman Selden mentions John Donne's "Air and Angels" where 

Donne al-ludes to Aquinas's theory that form is masculine and matter feminine: 

"the superior, godlike, male intellect impresses its form upon the malle-able, inert, 

female matter"(134). Sharon Spencer mentions Sappho of the 6th century BC as 

the greatest lyric poet of antiquity" and Christine de Pisan's work as the "first 

major work of feminist criticism" (157). Born in 1364. Pisan attracts our attention 

because she "criticised the description of woman's nature drawn by Jean de Meun 

in Roman de La Rose" (Spencer 157). Pisan's Epistre au dieu d'amours (1399) was 

writ-ten against the biased representations of women in de Meun's work. In her La 

cite des Dames (1405), Pisan also argued that God created man and woman as 

equal beings. But, it is Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindica-ton of the Rights of 

woman (1792) which marks the first modem awareness of women's struggle for 

equal rights, and therefore it is the first milestone for the equality of the sexes. 

Wollstonecraft was influenced by the ideas of the French revolution concerning the 



equal rights of individuals. K.K. Ruthven observes that "the analogy with slavery, 

which is present in Wollstonecraft's book, "becomes the dominant trope in 

nineteenth-century feminist writing, doubtless because of feminist involvement in 

the abolitionist movement" (29). Seventy seven years later, in The Subjection of 

Women (1869), John Stuart Mill expressed it very powerfully: "All men, except 

the most brutish, desire to have in the woman most nearly connected with them, 

not a forced slave but a will-ing one, not a slave merely, but a favourite. They have 

therefore put everything in practice to enslave their minds" (Norton Anthology 

Vol.2, 991). Sixty years later Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own (1929) 

developed and enhanced these views with a strong female sensibility and criticism. 

A Room of One 's Own became an important precursor of femi-nist literary 

criticism. Feminist literary criticism became a theoretical issue with the ad-vent of 

the new women's movement initiated in the early 1960s. In fact, feminist criticism 

started as part of the international women's libera-tion movement. The first major 

book of particular significance, in this respect, was Betty Friedan's The Feminine 

Mystique (1963) which contributed to the emergence of the new women's move-

ment. In her book Friedan criticised "the dominant cultural image of the successful 

and happy American woman as a housewife and moth-er" (Leitch 308). According 

to Friedan, in the 1950s women had gone back to the house abandoning their jobs 

to men who came back from the war to claim their positions, and a feminine 

mystique was created in the media making the housewife and mother the ideal 

models for all women. Promoting women's ideal reality within the domestic realm, 

this mystique had reduced the identity of women to sexual and social passivity. 

Betty Friedan attempted to demystify this false feminine mys-tique, which she 

described as "a world confined to her own body and beauty, the charming of man, 

the bearing of babies, and the physical care and serving of husband, children and 

home" (cit. Millard 155), in order to renew the women's fight for equal rights. She 

had started a new consciousness-raising movement, and played a central role in 

developing the new discipline of women's studies.  

With the publication of Kate Millet's Sexual Politics (1969), feminist criticism 

became a challenge to the traditional norms of English studies in the 1970s. With 

this book Millet initiated the first modem principles of feminist criticism by 

embarking upon a critique of sexist assumptions in male-authored texts and 

introducing some of the fundamental terms, such as "patriarchal," which gained 

considerable significance in feminist literary studies. Sexual Politics soon became 

a cult book among feminist critics, especially with its politics of female 

representations in literature. By "politics" Millet means the operations of power 

relations in society. She argues that Western institutions have manipulated power 

to establish the dominance of men and subordina-tion of women in society. She 



also criticises Freud's psychoanalytical theory for its male bias. With her readings 

of passages from established writers like D.H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, Norman 

Mailer and Jean Gen-et, Millet shows the perspectives of a female reader. 

Obviously she un-covers negative images of women in their fiction as submissive 

sexual objects. In fact, before Millet, the negative images of women both in so-

ciety and in literature had produced equally provocative but more cau-tious 

responses, such as Mary Ellman's Thinking About Women (1965). It was with 

Ellman that modem feminist criticism was initiated in the United States. Her 

somewhat humorous treatment of the stereotypes of women in literature written by 

men makes Ellman one of the pioneers in the development of contemporary 

feminist criticism. With Ellman, and more forcefully with Millet, feminist criticism 

has generated much public debate in women's rights, and in their search for 

equality in society. Moreover, the continuing critique or woman's cultural, social 

and literary identity as the "other" still sparks off a great deal of contro-versy and 

interest, not only among feminist critics, but also in literary studies in general. So, 

consequently, as Elaine Showalter has stated in her article, "The Feminist Critical 

Revolution," feminist criticism has al-tered the traditional norms of literary study: 

"Since the late 1960s, when feminist criticism developed as part of the 

international women's movement, the assumptions of literary study have been 

profoundly al-tered" (3). The study of a female tradition in literature has 

transgressed the boundaries of the traditional canon both in its theoretical, political 

and literary assumptions. Hence, feminist literary criticism has become, to put it in 

Toril Moi's words, "an urgent political necessity" (82). The over-riding problem is 

now, "how to avoid bringing patriarchal notions of aesthetics, history and tradition 

to bear on the 'female tradition "(Moi 82). In this respect, Moi criticises Showalter 

who did not avoid these pitfalls" and other feminist critics, like Myra Jehien, who, 

she thinks, are not even aware of the problem (82).  In view of the arguments pre-

sented above, one can, as far as I am concerned, point out that to write outside the 

dominant discourses, aesthetics and literary theory is al-ready to accept the fact of 

being an outsider and posing willingly as "the other". Obviously, the problem of 

the relationship between politics or ideological criticism and aesthetics is already a 

highly complex one.  

Check your Progress:- 

What does Showalter promote? 

 



 

5.5Gender discrimination:- 

1. The Feminine phase (1840–1880):  

Showalter sees the first phases taking place from roughly 1840 to 1880; she calls this “the 

Feminine phase” and declares that it is characterized by “women [writing] in an effort to equal 
the intellectual achievements of the male culture… The distinguishing sign of this period is the 

male pseudonym… [which] exerts an irregular pressure on the narrative, affecting tone, diction, 
structure, and characterization.”  

2. The Feminist phase (1880–1920):  

The second, Feminist phase follows from 1880 to 1920, wherein “women are historically 

enabled to reject the accommodating postures of femininity and to use literature to dramatise the 
ordeals of wronged womanhood.” This phase is characterized by “Amazon Utopias,” visions of 

perfect, female-led societies of the future.This phase was characterized by women’s writing that 
protested against male standards and values, and advocated women’s rights and values, including 

a demand for autonomy. 

3. The Female phase (1920-Till now)  

This phase is one of self-discovery. Showalter says, “women reject both imitation and protest—
two forms of dependency—and turn instead to female experience as the source of an autonomous 

art, extending the feminist analysis of culture to the forms and techniques of literature”. 
Significantly, Showalter does not offer a characteristic sign or figure for the Female phase, 

suggesting a welcome diversity of experience that is too broad to be encompassed in a single 
image.  

Rejecting both imitation and protest, Showalter advocates approaching feminist criticism from a 
cultural perspective in the current Female phase, rather than from perspectives that traditionally 

come from an androcentric perspective like psychoanalytic and biological theories, for example. 
Feminists in the past have worked within these traditions by revising and criticizing female 

representations, or lack thereof, in the male traditions (that is, in the Feminine and Feminist 
phases). In her essay Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness (1981), Showalter says, "A cultural 

theory acknowledges that there are important differences between women as writers: class, race 
nationality, and history are literary determinants as significant as gender. Nonetheless, women’s 

culture forms a collective experience within the cultural whole, an experience that binds women 
writers to each other over time and space".  

Check your Progress:- 

Which phase is one of self-discovery? 



5.6 Biological criticism:- 

 Gynocriticism is best understood by starting with Elaine Showalter's major phases 

of the development of subcultures in literature, with the understanding that women 

writers comprise a subculture. As explained by Susan Spaull, Showalter indicates 

the first phase for the subculture of women writers was the Feminine, during which 

female writers imitated the established male form of writing. The second phase is 

the Feminist, during which women writers rebelled against governing male 

standards and values while eschewing negative stereotypes relating to women and 

women's function, talents, skills, and ability; it is the phase with the emergence of 

the critique. The third phase is the Female, during which women writers undergo 

self-discovery whereby they try for a literature of their own and stop being 

imitators; it is the current phase and has witnessed the emergence of gynocriticism. 

According to Spaull's explanation of Showalter, one of the questions asked in 

gynocriticism is whether there is a separate and definable female aesthetic deriving 

from biological differences in cognition that result in differences between how men 

and women create the art of literature. Others are whether there is a female usage 

of language leading to a "woman's sentence"; whether there are specific female 

archetypes of plot and character; whether women's literature actually does (or does 

not) fit an objective measure for good literature--and whether the measure for 

women's literature ought to be different from that for men's literature.  Still other 

questions are do women emphasize different universal themes than men; do 

women use metaphor and imagery differently than men; how do women portray 

characters in relation to how men do it; and do women select different subject 

matter from those selected by men. 

Check your Progress:- 

For what does Showalter indicate first phase? 

5.7 Linguistic criticism:- 

 The gynocritics’ view that the feminist reader should be concerned only with 

women’s texts gave way in the mid- 1980’s to the more inclusive gender studies, 

and once again feminist critics began to examine male texts—this time, however, 

not with an eye to misogynistic representations of women but to discern the ways 

in which all literature is marked by gender. Examples are studies of the works of 

William Shakespeare, such as Peter Erickson’s Patriarchal Structures in 

http://virtual.clemson.edu/caah/women/flc436/notesgynocrit.html


Shakespeare’s Drama (1985), which examines male characters’ allegiances to 

men. A development particularly appealing to male scholars influenced by feminist 

criticism, this “new phase in feminist criticism,” so acknowledged by Showalter in 

Speaking of Gender (1989), developed concurrently with male studies and gay 

studies and marked a distinctive shift for feminist literary studies in the 1990’s.  

Also, feminist literary criticism, which had been charged with being racist and 

homophobic, was enlarged by the multiple voices of African American, Third 

World, and lesbian feminist critical theories in works such as This Bridge Called 

My Back: Writings By Radical Women of Color (1981), edited by Cherríe Moraga 

and Gloria Anzaldúa, and became more conscious of the need to address issues of 

race, class, ethnicity, and sexuality.  

Check your Progress:- 

Feminist literary criticism is enlarged by what? 

5.8 Psychoanalytical criticism:- 

Gynocriticism arose as a feminist critique as a result of the Freudian 

psychoanalytic perspective of the female inadequacy.According to Freudian 

psychology, the female possesses a psychological deficiency in the lack of male 

anatomy and as a result suffers envy and feelings of inadequacy and injustice 

combined with feelings of intellectual inferiority. However it is not just the 

physical female inadequacy that led to the inception of gynocriticism. The male 

'phallic prejudice'  itself, creates a female consciousness that demands a critique of 

the female perspective. The prejudice against the female, incites a specific noesis 

that gets attributed to the female. Psychologist Karen Horney theorised that the 

ideal of woman is not necessarily innate to her sex but that the patriarchal 

pressures and cultural influence compel her to behave in conformity with the 

image. This prejudice has concealed the female literary tradition to the point of 

imitating the masculine. 

Check your Progress:- 



What leads to the inception of gynocriticism? 

5.9 Cultural criticism:- 

In A Literature of Their Own, Elaine C. Showalter traces a tradition of women’s 

literature in England by examining the works and lives of women novelists from 

1840 to the present. Her analysis, which includes both great and minor novelists, 

juxtaposes these writers’ lives and work against the social, political, and cultural 

realities of the lives of “ordinary” women of their time, while tracing the 

similarities of this female literary subculture to other literary subcultures. 

Showalter asserts that she is not concerned with delineating a female imagination, 

which runs the risk of being defined in stereotypes, but is looking for repeated 

themes, patterns, and images in literature by women. Therefore, her study 

considers only women who write for pay and publication. 

The author divides women’s literary subculture into three stages—the feminine, 

the feminist, and the female—and traces shifts in perspective toward literature and 

women’s place in it across these stages as women writers struggle to form and 

maintain a sense of identity in a male-controlled profession. In the feminine stage 

(1840-1880), women imitate the dominant culture and internalize its ideas about 

art and society. In the feminist state (1880-1920), women protest against these 

ideas and advocate their own thoughts about society and art. In the female stage 

(1920 onward), women search for self-identity by looking inside themselves and 

away from the dominant male literature. 

Check your Progress:- 

 How many stages of women’s literary subculture are there as per the author? 

Conclusion:-  

On the whole, we may conclude that her views on feminist poetics are intelligent, 

largely devoid of rhetorical extremities, and confidently provocative. Showalter 

speaks with calmly convincing authority, as one who firmly believes in the verity 

of what she’s saying. She is both earnest, in that she sees change needing to occur 



immediately, and patient, in that she expects that, given time enough, the wisdom 

and truth of her cause will prevail. 

Check your Progress:-Answers 

5.1 The historical study of women writers.  

5.2 Richardson and Woolf. 

5.3 The power of generalizing ideas.  

5.4 Women's ideal reality within the domestic realm.  

5.5 The Female phase. 

5.6 For the subculture of women writers.  

5.7 The multiple voices of African American. 

5.8 Physical female inadequacy. 

5.9 Three stages. 

Check Your Progress:-Self Study. 

1. --------------- is renowned for her pioneering feminist studies of nineteenth  and twentieth 
century female authors. 

2. -----------------is the study of women as writers. 
3. The Feminist phase (1880-1920) was a period of -------------. 

4. To become----------- is not becoming a genius. 
5. According to Aristotle "The female is female by----------- of a certain lack of qualities." 

6. Women’s culture forms------------- within the cultural whole, an experience that binds 
women writers to each other over time and space".  

7. Women emphasize different------------- than men. 
8. -------------- view that the feminist reader should be concerned only with women’s texts gave 

way in the mid- 1980’s. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women_writers


9. The female possesses a psychological------------- in the lack of male------------ and as a result 
suffers envy and feelings of inadequacy and injustice. 

10. Showalter asserts that she is not concerned with delineating a----------------. 

 

                                            QUESTION BANK 

                                 (Literary Theory and Criticism) 

 

1) Examine critically the salient features of Aristotle’s theory of imitation.  

2) What according to you are the salient features of “The poetics”. 

 3) Examine critically Aristotle’s definition of a tragedy and its elements. 

4)  Compare and contrast epic and tragedy. Why according to Aristotle, is tragedy 

superior to epic? 

5) Describe the various types of plot listed by Aristotle. What is Aristotelian 

conception of an ideal plot? 

6) What debt does Sir Philip Sidney owe to classical criticism? Indicate Sidney’s 

original contribution, to English criticism. 

7) Critically examine Sidney’s objections against poetry. 

8) Elaborate nature and function of the poetry according to Sidney. 

9) What according to Dr.Johnson are the defects in Shakespeare’s plays. 

10) Critically comment on Dr.Johnson’s support of tragic-comedy. 

11) How and why does Dr.Johnson Defend Shakespeare’s non observance of the 

unities of time and place? 

12) Elaborate the characteristics of Wordsworth’s “Preface to the Lyrical Ballads”. 



13) Critically examine Wordsworth definition of poetry. Do you agree with his 

point of view in the definition of poetry? 

14) Elaborate the comparison between poetry and religion according to Mathew 

Arnold. 

15) Why according to Arnold should we study poetry more and more? 

16) Critically examine the Salient features of Arnold’s “The Study of Poetry”. 

17) Discuss the feature of Eliot’s criticism with reference to his essay “Tradition 

and Individual Talent”. 

18) Critically comment on Eliot’s theory of impersonality of poetry.  

19) Critically examine the salient features of F.R.Leavis’s essay “Literature and 

Society”. 

20) Elaborate F.R.Leavies as a critic on the basis of his essay “Literature and 

Society” 

21) “Northrop Frye proves that literary criticism is a science”. Discuss. 

22) Elaborate in detail the definition of archetype according to Northrope Frye. 

23) Explain Barthes’s notion of the author. Discuss his importance given to the 

readers. 

24) Discuss Barthes’s asserts that the reader or the critic is more important than 

the author. 

25) Write a detailed note on Elaine Showalter’s concept of “Gynocriticism”. 

26) Do you agree with the view of Showalter on Feminism. Elaborate.  

 Write short notes on: 

  1) Tragi-comedy. 

  2) Unity of place, time and action. 



  3) Fear and pity. 

  4) Catharsis  

  5) Tragic Hero-Protagonist. 

 

 6) Types of poetry according to Sidney. 

 7) State of poetry in contemporary times. 

 8) Plots of Shakespearean plays according to Dr.Johnson. 

 9) Merits of Shakespeare according to Dr.Johnson. 

 10) Wordsworth on poetic diction. 

11) Wordsworth’s idea of a poet. 

 12)  “Touchstone method” by Arnold. 

 13)  “Personal Estimate”. By Arnold 

 14) Eliot’s concept of “Tradition” 

 15) Individual talent by Eliot. 

 16) “Social Element” by Leavis 

 17) Social nature of the individual. By Leavis. 

18) Frye’s concept of “Archetype”. 

19) Textual analysis. 

20) “Language” as an important factor by Barthes. 

21) “Feminine Identity” by Elaine Showalter. 

22) “Psychoanalytical criticism” 

  



 

 

 


