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XVi
Foreword
The uses of this book

The compilation of this Reader has grown out of the editor’s experience of
teaching a course in the history, theory, and practice of literary criticism at
Birmingham University, and it has been designed, in the first instance, for
use as a textbook in such courses in colleges and universities. The
arrangement of contents and the apparatus of introductory and explanatory
notes will also enable the individual student who is not pursuing a formal
course in the subject to acquaint himself with the basic map of modern
literary criticism and to pursue more detailed investigation into authors and
topics of particular interest to him. Finally, by referring to the index, the
student may use the Reader as an anthology of critical comment by the most
distinguished critics of this century upon a good deal of the world’s great
literature, past and present. Although it is intended primarily for students of
English and American literature, the Reader should also be of interest and
value to students of other literatures, since the problems discussed and the
methods displayed in most of the pieces collected here are relevant to
literature in general.

There are, of course, teachers of literature who believe that students should
be discouraged from reading criticism, on the grounds that such reading
blunts their capacity for independent response and judgment. While
respecting the educational motives behind this argument, I do not think it
will survive scrutiny. A moment’s reflection will reveal that there is no such
thing as a completely independent, unconditioned response to a literary text.
Works of literature have their meaning, and their very existence, in a
continual stream of human conversation about them, which at its most
formalized and articulate we call literary criticism. The main point of
studying literature in an academic context is to get into this conversation at
its highest levels, to listen and to participate; and it is a conversation, one
should remember, not only about individual works and individual authors,
but also about larger blocks of literary materials, and about theoretical
problems of intellectual method, aesthetics, communication, and
epistemology. To offer students instruction and guidance in this regard



seems self-evidently useful and desirable. In this way they will learn
discrimination in the use of secondary materials and extend their own
critical potentialities. They will learn, too, that no single method or
approach can answer all the questions that may legitimately be asked about
a work of literature, nor exhaust the sources of possible interest within it.
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It is something of a commonplace that the modem era is particularly rich in
literary criticism—that, indeed, many men who in other periods might have
distinguished themselves as creative writers, or as moralists, philosophers,
and men of affairs, have in our century communicated their ideas or
expressed themselves in one form or another of literary criticism. We are
often told that most of the scientists in the history of the world are living at
this moment; very nearly the same ratio probably obtains in the field of
criticism. This seems to be partly the consequence of the spectacular
expansion of university education in this century, which has made academe
the natural habitat of the literary intellectual; and partly a more mysterious
manifestation of the Zeitgeist, implying some widespread distrust or
disablement of the fictive imagination, and a corresponding tendency to fall
back upon the creative monuments of the past, suitably reinterpreted to fit
our needs and preoccupations. Such an emphasis on criticism can certainly
be invoked easily enough as evidence of cultural decadence, but whether it
is welcomed or deplored, it is a fact that must be faced by students and
teachers of literature. In our era, criticism is not merely a library of
secondary aids to the understanding and appreciation of literary texts, but
also a rapidly increasing body of knowledge in its own right, and a primary
vehicle for the values and ideas of the literary imagination. The sheer
quantity and diversity of modern criticism, however, makes it a daunting
area for exploration. Where does one begin? What are the main landmarks,
the useful trails, the crucial difficulties and dangers? It is hoped that this
Reader will serve as a useful map or guide to this difficult, problematical
territory.

Scope and criteria of selection



The chronological span of the Reader is the twentieth century. The aim has
been to represent the varieties, achievements, and developments of literary
criticism in this period as fully as possible in the space available. Since the
Reader is designed in the first place for students of literature in English, the
selection is heavily biased towards English and American criticism, but
European writers whose work has entered into the mainstream of Anglo-
American critical debate, or significantly impinged on it, have also been
included. Some of these writers—e.g. Freud and Jung—are not, strictly
speaking, literary critics, but thinkers whose ideas have profoundly affected
literary critics. Inevitably the selection reflects the editor’s own conscious
and unconscious preferences, but I have tried as far as possible to include
all the critics of universally recognized originality and distinction who
come within the above terms of reference. I very much regret that Dr F. R.
Leavis was unwilling to allow any of his criticism to be included:
fortunately, it is widely available, and the appraisal by George Steiner
reprinted below (see pp. 622-35) provides a basis for studying and
discussing it.

In no other case was the editor prevented from including an author of his
choice. Individual distinction of the critic was not, however, the only
criterion.
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The aim of the Reader is also to display as fully as possible the varieties of
method and approach exhibited by modern literary criticism. This
desideratum has conditioned the selection of authors and in many cases the
choice of a particular item from a writer’s oeuvre. I have also tried to keep a
reasonable balance between the following categories: English and
American criticism; academic criticism and the criticism of practising
writers; descriptive and theoretical criticism; criticism that has already
acquired a kind of classical status, and criticism that is still the subject of
lively interest and controversy. Finally, I have, where possible, selected
items that naturally invite comparison and cross reference in pairs, or in
larger groups, because they are concerned with the same texts, or similar
issues, or directly refer to each other.



Arrangement of contents, apparatus, and editorial conventions

The essays and extracts are arranged in chronological order of first
publication. Where two or more items by any one critic are included, they
are grouped together and placed according to the first publication of the
earliest item. The text of any item is not, however, necessarily that of the
first published version. For example, in the case of periodical essays
subsequently collected in book form, the text has usually been taken from
the book. In every case, the source of the text is given in the introductory
notes.

There is one exception to the chronological arrangement of contents: M. FI.
Abrams’s ‘Orientation of critical theories’, first published as the opening
chapter of The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), is placed at the beginning of
the Reader to serve as a general introduction. It surveys the historical
development of literary criticism up to the modern period and provides a
useful conceptual scheme for distinguishing between different kinds of
critical principles and practice.

Read through in the order presented (A), the contents of the Reader should
convey a sense of the historical development of modern literary criticism
(allowing for the fact that individual critics may be represented by their
early, middle, or late work). There are, however, other and equally useful
ways of studying the same materials, and to this end two alternative lists of
contents have been provided which group the essays and extracts (B)
according to the subject matter discussed and (C) according to the approach
or orientation of the critic. Furthermore, at the end of each introductory
note, under the heading ‘Cross reference’, the student’s attention is directed
to other closely related items in the Reader for comparison and contrast.
Finally, by using the index, the student may compare all the comments
which occur in the Reader on any particular text or writer.

The introductory note on each critic gives essential biographical and
bibliographical information, and attempts to place the selected specimen of
his work in its immediate and wider contexts. In addition to the cross
references mentioned above, the editor has, where appropriate, listed, under
the heading ‘Commentary’, one or two books or articles in which the critic
concerned is
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discussed. In these ways the student is helped to extend and deepen his
knowledge of the critics represented in the Reader by further independent
study.

Authors' notes and references are keyed by numerals and are in all cases
gathered at the end of the relevant essay or extract. Footnotes keyed by
letters of the alphabet are the editor’s. In writing these explanatory notes I
have borne in mind that references and allusions which are familiar to
professional scholars and critics may be puzzling to students, and I have
tried to clarify any ambiguities or obscurities caused by extracting a piece
of criticism from its original context. In those cases where only a few words
seemed required (for example, when translating a foreign phrase) I have
interpolated them in the text in square brackets. All matter within square
brackets is editorial, including titles, when the latter have been supplied or
amended for the purposes of this Reader.

The dates given for books mentioned in the editorial matter are dates of first
publication, and the place of publication is London unless otherwise
indicated.

In compiling this book I have gratefully received advice and information
from sources too numerous to name; but I should like to acknowledge a
special indebtedness to two friends with whom it has been my pleasure and
privilege to collaborate in teaching courses in criticism: Malcolm Bradbury
and Michael Green.

D.L.
XX
%
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The orientation of critical theories' is the first chapter of The Mirror and the
Lamp: romantic theory and the critical tradition (1953)* Preface,

Professor Abrams explains: The title of the book identifies two common
and antithetical metaphors of mind, one comparing the mind to a reflector
of external objects, the other to a radiant projector which makes a
contribution to the objects it perceives. The first of these was characteristic
of much of the thinking from Plato to the eighteenth century; the second
typifies the prevailing Romantic conception of the poetic mind.” The
principal subject of Professor Abrams's brilliant study is the supersession of
the first attitude by the second, and the ramifications of the latter in
aesthetics, poetics, and practical criticism. But his introductory chapter also
provides a concise history of criticism and a simple diagrammatic scheme
for discriminating various kinds of critical theory and practice. It thus
constitutes the best possible introduction to the study of modern criticism,
and for this reason has been placed, out of chronological order, at the
beginning of this Reader.

M. H. Abrams (b. 1912) was educated at Harvard and is Whiton Professor
of English at Cornell University. In addition to The Mirror and the Lamp,
which was awarded the Christian Gauss Prize in 1954, his publications
include A Glossary of Literary Terms (New York, 1957) and the Norton
Anthology of English Literature (New York, 1962).

Orientation of critical theories
boswell. ‘Then, Sir, what is poetry?'

JOHNSON. ‘Why, Sir, it is much easier to say what it is not. We all know
what light is; but it is not easy to tell what it is.'

It is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each class of
things just so far as the nature of the subject admits.

Aristotle, N icomachean Ethics

To pose and answer aesthetic questions in terms of the relation of art to the
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aitist, rather than to external nature, or to the audience, or to the internal
requirements of the work itself, was the characteristic tendency of modern
criticism up to a few decades ago, and it continues to be the propensity of a
great many perhaps the majority—of critics today. This point of view is
very young measured against the twenty-five-hundred-year history of the
Western theory of art, for its emergence as a comprehensive approach to art,
shared by a large number of critics, dates back not much more than a
century and a half. The intention of this book is to chronicle the evolution
and (in the early nineteenth century) the triumph, in its diverse forms, of
this radical shift to the artist in the alignment of aesthetic thinking, and to
describe the principal alternate theories against which this approach had to
compete. In particular, I shall be concerned with the momentous
consequences of these new bearings

in criticism for the identification, the analysis, the evaluation, and the
writing of poetry.

The field of aesthetics presents an especially difficult problem to the
historian. Recent theorists of art have been quick to profess that much, if
not all, that has been said by their predecessors is wavering, chaotic,
phantasmal. “What has gone by the name of the philosophy of art' seemed
to Santayana ‘sheer verbiage. D. W. Prall, who himself wrote two excellent
books on the subject,

commented that traditional aesthetics ‘is in fact only a pseudo-science or
pseudophilosophy'.

Its subject matter is such wavering and deceptive stuff as dreams are made
of; its method is neither logical nor scientific, nor quite whole-heartedly and
empirically matter of fact ... without application in practice to test it and
without an orthodox terminology to make it into an honest superstition or a
thorough-going, soul satisfying cult. It is neither useful to creative artists
nor a help to amateurs in appreciation . 1

And I. A. Richards, in his Principles of Literary Criticism, labelled his first
chapter The Chaos of Critical Theories', and justified the pejorative attribute



by quoting, as ‘the apices of critical theory', more than a score of isolated
and violently discrepant utterances about art, from Aristotle to the present
time . 2 With the optimism of his youth, Richards himself went on to
attempt a solid grounding of literary evaluation in the science of

psychology.

It is true that the course of aesthetic theory displays its full measure of the
rhetoric and logomachy which seem an inseparable part of man's discourse
about all things that really matter. But a good deal of our impatience with
the diversity and seeming chaos in philosophies of art is rooted in a demand
from criticism for something it cannot do, at the cost of overlooking many
of its genuine powers. We still need to face up to the full consequences of
the realization that criticism is not a physical, nor even a psychological,
science. By setting out from and terminating in an appeal to the facts, any
good aesthetic theory is, indeed, empirical in method. Its aim, however, is
not to establish correlations between facts which will enable us to predict
the future by reference to the past, but to establish principles enabling us to
justify, order, and clarify our interpretation and appraisal of the aesthetic
facts themselves. And as we shall see, these facts turn out to have the
curious and scien-
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tifically reprehensible property of being conspicuously altered by the nature
of the very principles which appeal to them for their support. Because many
critical statements of fact are thus partially relative to the perspective of the
theory within which they occur, they are not ‘true’, in the strict scientific
sense that they approach the ideal of being verifiable by any intelligent
human being, no matter what his point of view. Any hope, therefore, for the
kind of basic agreement in criticism that we have learned to expect in the
exact sciences is doomed to disappointment.

A good critical theory, nevertheless, has its own kind of validity. The
criterion is not the scientific verifiability of its single propositions, but the
scope, precision, and coherence of the insights that it yields into the
properties of single works of art and the adequacy with which it accounts
for diverse kinds of art. Such a criterion will, of course, justify not one, but
a number of valid theories, all in their several ways self-consistent,



applicable, and relatively adequate to the range of aesthetic phenomena; but
this diversity is not to be deplored. One lesson we gain from a survey of the
history of criticism, in fact, is the great debt we owe to the variety of the
criticism of the past. Contrary to PralTs pessimistic appraisal, these theories
have not been futile, but as working conceptions of the matter, end, and
ordonnance of art, have been greatly effective in shaping the activities of
creative artists. Even an aesthetic philosophy so abstract and seemingly
academic as that of Kant can be shown to have modified the work of poets.
In modern times, new departures in literature almost invariably have been
accompanied by novel critical pronouncements, whose very inadequacies
sometimes help to form the characteristic qualities of the correlated literary
achievements, so that if our critics had not disagreed so violently, our
artistic inheritance would doubtless have been less rich and various. Also,
the very fact that any well-grounded critical theory in some degree alters
the aesthetic perceptions it purports to discover is a source of its value to
the amateur of art, for it may open his senses to aspects of a work which
other theories, with a different focus and different categories of
discrimination, have on principle overlooked, underestimated, or obscured.

The diversity of aesthetic theories, however, makes the task of the historian
a very difficult one. It is not only that answers to such questions as “What is
art?’ or “What is poetry?’ disagree. The fact is that many theories of art
cannot readily be compared at all, because they lack a common ground on
which to meet and clash. They seem incommensurable because stated in
diverse terms, or in identical terms with diverse signification, or because
they are an integral part of larger systems of thought which differ in
assumptions and procedure. As a result it is hard to find where they agree,
where disagree, or even, what the points at issue are.

Our first need, then, is to find a frame of reference simple enough to be
readily manageable, yet flexible enough so that, without undue violence to
any one set of statements about art, it will translate as many sets as possible
onto a single plane of discourse. Most writers bold enough to undertake the
history of aesthetic theory have achieved this end by silently translating the
basic terms of all theories into their own favourite philosophical vocabulary,
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but this procedure unduly distorts its subject matter, and merely multiplies
the complications to be unravelled. The more promising method is to adopt
an analytic scheme which avoids imposing its own philosophy, by utilizing
those key distinctions which are already common to the largest possible
num-bei of the theories to be compared, and then to apply the scheme
warily, in constant readiness to introduce such further distinctions as seem
to be needed for the purpose in hand.

I Some coordinates of art criticism

Four .elements in the total situation of a work of art are discriminated and
made Saheiit, by one or another synonym, in almost all theories which aim
to be comprehensive. First, there is the wor k, the artistic product itself. And
since this is a human product, an artifact, the second common element is the
artificer, the Q£tjgt. Third, the work is taken to have a subject which,
directly or deviously, is derived from existing things—to be about, or
signify, or reflect something which either is, or bears some relation to, an
objective state of affairs. This third element, whether held to consist of
people and actions, ideas and feelings, material things and events, or super-
sensible essences, has frequently been denoted by that word-of-all-work,
‘nature'; but let us use the more neutral and comprehensive term, univ exsc,
instead. For the final element we have the audience : the listeners,
spectators, or readers to whom the work is addressed, or to whose attention,
at any rate, it becomes available.

On this framework of artist, work, universe, and audience I wish to spread
out vaiious Aepries for comparison. To emphasize the artificiality of the
device, and at the same time make it easier to visualize the analyses, let us
arrange the four coordinates in a convenient pattern. A triangle will do, with
the work of art, the thing to be explained, in the centre.

tA

UNIVERSE

WORK



ARTIST AUDIENCE

Although any reasonably adequate theory takes some account of all four
elements, almost all theories, as we shall see, exhibit a discernible
orientation towards one only. That is, a critic tends to derive from one of
these terms his principal categories for defining, classifying, and analysing
a work of art, as well as the major criteria by which he judges its value.
Application of this analytic scheme, therefore, will sort attempts to explain
the nature and worth of a work of art into four broad classes. Three/Awi 11
explain the work of art principally by relating it to another thing: the
universe, the audience, or the artist. The fourth will explain the work, by
considering it in isolation, as an autonomous whole, whose significance and
value are determined without any reference beyond itself.
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To find the major orientation of a critical theory, however, is only the
beginning of an adequate analysis. For one thing, these four coordinates are
not constants, but variables; they differ in significance according to the
theory in which they occur. Take what I have called the universe as an
example. In any one theory, the aspects of nature which an artist is said to
imitate, or is exhorted to imitate, may be either particulars or types, and
they may be only the beautiful or the moral aspects of the world, or else any
aspect without discrimination. It may be maintained that the artist’s world is
that of imaginative intuition, or of common sense, or of natural science; and
this world may be held to include, or not to include, gods, witches,
chimeras, and Platonic Ideas. Consequently, theories which agree in
assigning to the represented universe the primary control over a legitimate
work of art may vary from recommending the most uncompromising
realism to the most remote idealism. Each of our other terms, as we shall
see, also varies, both in meaning and functioning, according to the critical
theory in which it occurs, the method of reasoning which the theorist
characteristically uses, and the explicit or implicit ‘world view’ of which
these theories are an integral part.

It would be possible, of course, to devise more complex methods of
analysis which, even in a preliminary classification, would make more
subtle distinctions . 3 By multiplying differentiae, however, we sharpen our



capacity to discriminate at the expense both of easy manageability and the
ability to make broad initial generalizations. For our historical purpose, the
scheme I have proposed has this important virtue, that it will enable us to
bring out the one essential attribute which most early nineteenth-century
theories had in common : the persistent recourse to the poet to explain the
nature and criteria of poetry. Historians have recently been instructed to
speak only of ‘romanticisms’, in the plural, but from our point of vantage
there turns out to be one distinctively romantic criticism, although this
remains a unity amid variety.

IT Mimetic theories

The mimetic orientation—the Aexplanation of art as essentially an imitation
of aspects of the universe—was probably the most primitive aesthetic
theory, but mimesis is no simple concept by ithe time it makes its first
recorded appearance in the dialogues of Plato. The arts of painting, poetry,
music, dancing, and sculpture, Socrates says, are all imitations . 4
‘Imitation’ is-a-jxlational term, signifying two items and some
correspondence between them. But although in many later mimetic theories
everything is comprehended in two categories, the imitable and the
imitation, the philosopher in the Platonic dialogues characteristically
operates with three categories. The first category is that of the eternal and
unchanging Ideas; the second, reflecting this, is the world of sense, natural
or artificial; and the third category, in turn reflecting the second, comprises
such things as shadows, images in water and mirrors, and the fine arts.

Around this three-stage regress—complicated still further by various sup-
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plcmentary distinctions, as well as by his exploitation of the polysemism of
his key terms—Plato weaves his dazzling dialectic . 5 But from the shifting
arguments emerges a recurrent pattern, exemplified in the famous passage
in the tenth book of the Republic. In discussing the nature of art, Socrates
makes the point that there are three beds: the Idea which 'is the essence of
the bed’ and is made by God, the bed made by the carpenter, and the bed
found in a painting. How shall we describe the painter of this third bed?



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

Good, I said; then you call him who is third in the descent from nature an
imitator?

Certainly, he said.

And the tragic poet is an imitator, and therefore, like all other imitators, he
is thrice removed from the king and from the truth?

That appears to be so . 6

From the initial position that art imitates the world of appearance and not-
Df Essence, it follows that works of art have a lowly status in the order of
existing things. Furthermore, since the realm of Ideas is the ultimate locus
not only of reality but of value, the determination that art is at second
remove from the truth automatically establishes its equal remoteness from
the beautiful and good. Despite the elaborate dialectic—or more accurately,
by means of it— PI a tois. .remains a philosophy of a single standard; for all
things, including art, are ultimately judged by the one criterion of their
relation to the s ame Id eas. On th ese grou n ds, the poet is inescapably the
competitor of the artisan, the lawmaker, and the moralist; indeed, any one of
these can be regarded as himself the tru er po et, successfully a chieving
that imitation of the Ideas which the Atraditional poet attempts under
conditions dooming him to failure. Thus the lawmaker is able to reply to the
poets seeking admission to his city,

Best of strangers—we also according to our ability are tragic poets, and our
tragedy is the best and noblest; for our whole state is an imitation of the best
and noblest life, which we affirm to be indeed the very truth of tragedy. You
are poets and we are poets ... rivals and antagonists in the noblest of dramas
WJ

And the poor opinion of ordinary poetry to which we are committed on the
basis of its mimetic character, is m erely confi rmed when Plato points out
that its effects on its auditors are-bad because it represents appearance
rather than truth, and nourishes their feelings rather than their reason; or by



demonstrating that the poet in composing (as Socrates jockeys poor obtuse
Ion into admitting) cannot depend on his art and knowledge, but must wait
upon the divine afflatus and the loss of his right mind . 8

The Socratic dialogues, then, contain no aesthetics proper, for neither the
structure of Plato’s cosmos nor the pattern of his dialectic permits us to
consider poetry as.po.etry—as a jpecial kind of product having its own
criteria and reason for being. In the dialogues there is only one direction
possible, and v one issue, that is, the ..perfecting 0 f the social state and the
state of man; so

Sc
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that the question of art can never be separated from questions of truth,
justice, and virtue. Tor great is the issue at stake,” Socrates says in
concluding his discussion of poetry in the Republic, ‘greater than appears,
whether a man is to be good or bad / 9

Aristotle in the Poetics also defines poetry as imitation. ‘Epic poetry and
Tragedy, as also Comedy, Dithyrambic poetry, and most flute-playing and
lyre-playing, are all, viewed as a whole, modes of imitation’; and The
objects the imitator represents are actions ... 10 But therlifferonce between
the way the term ‘imitation’ functions in Aristotle and in Plato distinguishes
radically their consideration of art. In the Poetics, as in the Platonic
dialogues, the term implies that a w ork of art is ¢ onstructed according to



prior models in the nature of things, but since Aristotle has shorn away the
other world of criterion-ideas, there is no longer anything in vidi ous in that
fact. Imitation is also made a term specific to the arts, distinguishing these
from everything else in the universe, and thereby freeing them from rivalry
with other human activities. Furthermore, in his analysis of the fine arts,
Aristotle at once introduces supplementary distinctions according to the
objects imitated, the medium of imitation, and.jthe manner—dramatic,
narrative, or mixed, for example—

in

imitation is accomplished. By successive exploitation of these distinctions
in object, means, and manner, he is able first to distinguish poetry from
other kinds of art, and then to differentiate the various poetic genres, such
as epic and drama, tragedy and comedy. When he focuses on the genre of
tragedy, the same analytic instrument is applied to the discrimination of the
parts constituting the individual whole: plot, character, thought, and so on.
Aristotle’s criticism, therefore, is not only criticism of art as art,
independent of statesmanship, being, and morality, but also of poetry as
poetry, and of each kind of poem by the criteria appropriate to its particular
nature. jS As a result of this procedure, Aristotle bequeathed an arsenal of
instruments-'

- for technical analysis of poetic forms and their elements which have
proved indispensable to critics ever since, however diverse the uses to
which these instruments have been put.

A salient quality of the Poetics is the way it considers a work of art in
various of its external relations, affording each its due function as one of the
‘causes’ of the work. This procedure results in a scope and flexibility that
makes the treatise resist a ready classification into any one kind of
orientation. Tragedy cannot be fully defined, for example, nor can the total
determinants of its construction be understood, without taking into account
its proper effect on the audience: the achievement of the specifically ‘tragic
pleasure’, which is ‘that of pity and fear’. 11 It is apparent, however, that
the mimetic concept—the reference of a work to the subject matter which it
imitates— is_ primary in Aris totle’s critical system/ even if it is primus
inter pares . Their character as air imitation of human actionsTs what



defines the arts in general, and the kind of action imilatrd serves as one
important differentia of an artisticAspecies. The historical genesis of art is
traced to the natural human instinct for imitating, and to the natural
tendency to find pleasure in seeing imitations. Even the unity essential to
any work of art is mimetically
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grounded, since ‘one imitation is always of one thing’, and in poetry ‘the
story, as an imitation of action, must represent one action, a complete whole
...” 12 And the ‘form’ of a work, the presiding principle determining the
choice and order and internal adjustments of all the parts, is derived from
the form of the object that is imitated. It is the fable or plot ‘that is the end
and purpose of tragedy’, its ‘life and soul, so to speak’, and this because
‘tragedy is essentially an imitation not of persons but of action and life ...
We maintain that Tragedy is primarily an imitation of action, and that it is
mainly for the sake of the action that it imitates the personal agents.’ 13 If
we refer again to our analytic diagram, one other general aspect of the
Poetics presses on our attention, particularly when we have the distinctive
orientation of romantic criticism in mind. While Aristotle makes a
distribution (though an unequal one) among the objects imitated, the
necessary emotional effects on an audience, and the internal demands of the
product itself, as determinants of this or that aspect of a poem, he does not
assign a determinative function to the poet himself. The poet is the
indispensable efficient cause, the agent who, by his skill, extracts the form
from natural things and imposes it upon an artificial medium; but his
personal faculties, feelings, or desires are not called on to explain the
subject matter or form of a poem. In the Poetics , the poet is invoked only to
explain the historical divergence of comic from serious forms, and to be
advised of certain aids towards the construction of plot and the choice of
diction. 14 In Plato, the poet is considered from the point of view of
politics, not of art. When the poets make a personal appearance all the
major ones are dismissed, with extravagant courtesy, from the ideal
Republic; upon later application, a somewhat greater number are admitted
to the second-best state of the Laws, but with a radically diminished
repertory. 15



‘Imitation’ continued to be a prominent item in the critical vocabulary for a
long time after Aristotle—all the way through the eighteenth century, in
fact. The systematic importance given to the term differed greatly from
critic to critic; those objects in the universe that art imitates, or should
imitate, were variously conceived as either actual or in some sense ideal;
and from the first, there was a tendency to replace Aristotle’s ‘action’ as the
principal object of imitation with such elements as human character, or
thought, or even inanimate things. But particularly after the recovery of the
Poetics and the great burst of aesthetic theory in sixteenth-century Italy,
whenever a critic was moved to get down to fundamentals and frame a
comprehensive definition of art, the predicate usually included the word
‘imitation’, or else one of those parallel terms which, whatever differences
they might imply, all faced in the same direction: ‘reflection’,
‘representation’, ‘counterfeiting’, ‘feigning’, ‘copy’, or ‘image’.

Through most of the eighteenth century, the tenet that art is an imitation
seemed almost too obvious to need iteration or proof. As Richard Hurd said
in his ‘Discourse on Poetical Imitation', published in 1751, ‘All Poetry , to
speak with Aristotle and the Greek critics (if for so plain a point authorities
be thought wanting) is, properly, imitation. It is, indeed, the noblest and
most
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extensive of the mimetic arts; having all creation for its object, and ranging
the entire circuit of universal being.” 16 Even the reputedly radical
proponents of ‘original genius’ in the second half of the century commonly
found that a work of genius was no less an imitation for being an original. *
Imitations ,” Young wrote in his Conjectures on Original Composition, ‘are
of two kinds: one of nature, one of authors. The first we call Originals ...’
The original genius in fact turns out to be a kind of scientific investigator:
“The wide field of nature lies open before it, where it may range
unconfined, make what discoveries it can ... as far as visible nature extends
...> 17 Later the Reverend J. Moir, an extremist in his demand for
originality in poetry, conceived genius to lie in the ability to discover ‘a
Thciusand.jaew._yariation.s, distinctions, and resemblances’ in the ‘familiar
phenomena of nature’, and declared that original genius always gives ‘the



identical impression it receives’. 18 In this identification of the poet’s task
as novelty of discovery and particularity of description we have moved a
long way from Aristotle’s conception of mimesis, except in this respect, that
criticism still looks to one or other aspect of the given world for the
essential source and subject matter of poetry.

Instead of heaping up quotations, it will be better to cite a few eighteenth-
century discussions of imitation that are of special interest. My first
example is the French critic, Charles Batteux, whose Les Beaux Arts reduits
a un mime principe [The Arts Reduced to a Single Principle ] (1747) found
some favour in England and had immense influence in Germany, as well as
in his native country. The rules of art, Batteux thought, which are now so
numerous, must surely be reducible to a single principle. ‘Let us,’ he cries,
‘imitate the true physicists, who assemble experiments and then on these
found a system which reduces them to a principle.’

That Batteux proposes for his procedure ‘to begin with a clear and distinct
idea’—a principle ‘simple enough to be grasped instantly, and extensive
enough to absorb all the little detailed rules’—is sufficient clue that he will
follow in method not Newton, the physicist, but rather Euclid and
Descartes. In pursuance of his clear and distinct idea, he burrowed
industriously through the standard French critics until, he says ingenuously,
‘it occurred to me to open Aristotle, whose Poetics I had heard praised’.
Then came the revelation; details fell neatly into place. The source of
illumination?—none other than ‘the principle of imitation which the Greek
philosopher established for the fine arts’. 19 This imitation, however, is not
of crude everyday reality, but of ‘la belle nature’; that is, ‘le vrai-
semblable’, formed by assembling traits taken from individual things to
compose a model possessing ‘all the perfections it is able to receive’. 20
From this principle Batteux goes on, lengthily and with great show of
rigour, to extract one by one the rules of taste—both the general rules for
poetry and painting and the detailed rules for the special genres. For ‘the
majority of known rules refer back to imitation, and form a sort of chain, by
which the mind seizes at the same instant consequences and principles, as a
whole perfectly joined, in which all the parts are mutually sustained’. 21



Next to this classic instance of a priori and deductive aesthetics I shall set a
German document, Lessing’s Laokoon, published in 1776. Lessing
undertook
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to undo the confusion in theory and practice between poetry and the graphic
and plastic arts which, he believed, resulted from an uninquisitive
acceptance of Simonides’ maxim that 'painting is dumb poetry and poetry a
speaking painting’. His own procedure, he promises, will be continually to
test abstract theory against 'the individual instance’. Repeatedly he derides
German critics for their reliance on deduction. "We Germans have no lack of
systematic books. We are the most expert of any nation in the world at
deducing, from a few given verbal explanations, and in the most beautiful
order, anything whatever that we wish.” 'How many things would prove
incontestable in theory, had not genius succeeded in proving the contrary in
fact!” 22 Lessing’s intention, then, is to establish aesthetic principles by an
inductive logic which is deliberately opposed to the procedure of Batteux.
Nevertheless, like Batteux, Lessing concludes that poetry, no less than
painting, is imitation. The diversity between these arts follows from their
difference in medium, which imposes necessary differences in the objects
each is competent to imitate. But although poetry consists of a sequence of
articulate sounds in time rather than of forms and colours fixed in space,
and although, instead of being limited, like painting, to a static but pregnant
moment, its special power is the reproduction of progressive action, Lessing
reiterates for it the standard formula: 'Nachahmung’ [Imitation] is still for
the poet the attribute 'which constitutes the essence of his art.” 23

As the century drew on, various English critics began to scrutinize the
concept of imitation very closely, and they ended by finding (Aristotle to
the contrary) that diff grenn es |p medium between the arts were such as to
disqualify all but a limited number from being classed as mimetic, in any
strict sense. The trend may be indicated by a few examples. In 1744 James
Harris still maintained, in ‘A Discourse on Music, Painting, and Poetry’,
that imitation was common to all three arts. ‘They agree by being all
mimetic or imitative. They differ, as they imitate by different media ...’ 24
In 1762 Karnes declared that ‘of all the fine arts, painting only and



sculpture are in their nature imitative’; music, like architecture, ‘is
productive of originals, and copies not from nature’; while language copies
from nature only in those instances in which it 'is imitative of sound or
motion’. 25 And by 1789, in two closely reasoned dissertations prefixed to
his translation of the Poetics, Thomas Twining confirmed this distinction
between arts whose media are ‘iconic’ (in the later terminology of the
Chicago semiotician, Charles Morris), in that they resemble what they
denote, and those which are significant only by convention. Only works in
which the resemblance between copy and object is both immediate’ and
‘obvious’, Twining says, can be described as imitative in a strict sense.
Dramatic poetry, therefore, in which we mimic speech by speech, is the
only kind of poetry which is properly imitation; music must be struck from
the list of imitative arts; and he concludes by saying that painting, sculpture,
and the arts of design in general are ‘the only arts that are obviously and
essentially imitative’. 26

The concept that art is imitation, then, played an important part in
neoclassic aesthetics; but closer inspection shows that it did not, in most
theories,
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play the dominant part. ArlA_it_was.commonly said, is an imitation—but an
imitaiion which is only instrumental towards producing effects upon an
audience. In fact, the near-unanimity with which post-Renaissance critics
lauded and echoed Aristotle’s Poetics is deceptive. The focus of interest had
shifted, and, on our diagram, this later criticism is primarily oriented, not
from work to universe, but from work to_ audience. The nature and
consequences of this change of direction is clearly indicated by the first
classic of English criticism, written sometime in the early 1580s, Sir Philip
Sidney’s The Apologie for Poetry.

I11 Pragmatic theories

Poesy therefore [said Sidney] is an arte of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth
it in the word Mimesis, that is to say, a representing, counterfetting, or
figuring foorth—to speake metaphorically, a speaking picture: with this
end, to teach and delight. 27



In spite of the appeal to Aristotle, this is not an Aristotelian formulation. To
Sidney, poetry, by definition, has a purpose—to achieve certain effects in an
audience. It nnfire/only asji_means_io__the proximate end of pleasing, and
pleases, it turns out, only as a means to the ultimate end of teaching; for
Tight poets’ are those who ‘imitate both to delight and teach, and delight to
move men to take that goodnes in hande, which without delight they would
flye as from a stranger ...” 28 As a result, throughout this essay the needs of
the audience become the fertile grounds for critical distinctions and
standards. In order ‘to teach and delight’, poets imitate not ‘what is, hath
been, or shall be’, but only ‘what may be, and should be’, so that the very
objects of imitation become such as to guarantee the moral purpose. The
poet is distinguished from, and elevated above, the moral philosopher and
the historian by his capacity to move his auditors more forcefully to virtue,
since he couples ‘the general notion’ of the philosopher with ‘the particular
example’ of the historian; while by disguising his doctrine in a tale, he
entices even ‘harde harted evill men’, unaware, into the love of goodness,
‘as if they tooke a medicine of Cherries’. The genres of poetry are discussed
and ranked from the point of view of the moral and social effect each is
suited to achieve: the epic poem thus demonstrates itself to be the king of
poetry because it ‘most inflameth the mind with desire to be worthy’, and
even the lowly love lyric is conceived as an instrument for persuading a
mistress of the genuineness of her lover’s passion. 29 A history of criticism
could be written solely on the basis of successive interpretations of salient
passages from Aristotle’s Poetics. In this instance, with no sense of strain,
Sidney follows his Italian guides (who in turn had read Aristotle through
the spectacles of Horace, Cicero, and the Church fathers) in bending one
after another of the key statements of the Poetics to fit his own theoretical
frame. 30

For. .convenience we may name criticism that, like Sidney’s, is ordered
towarjkjhe audience,” a pragmatic theory’, si nce it looks at the work of art
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chiefljAas a means to an end, an instrument for getting something done, and
tends to judge its value according to its success in achieving that aim. There
is, of course, the greatest variance in emphasis and detail, but the central
tendency of the pragmatic critic is to conceive a poem as something made
in order to effect requisite responses in its readers; to consider the author
from the point of view of the powers and training he must have in order to
achieve this end; to ground the classification and anatomy of poems in large
part on the special, effects each kind and component is most competent to
achieve; and to derive the norms of the poetic art and canons of critical
appraisal from the needs and legitimate demands of the audience to whom
the poetry is addressed.

The perspective, much of the basic vocabulary, and many of the
characteristic topics of pragmatic criticism originated in the classical theory
of rhetoric. For rhetoric had been universally regarded as an instrument for
achieving persuasion in an audience, and most theorists agreed with Cicero
that m order to persuade, the orator must conciliate, inform, and move the
minds of his auditors . 31 The great classical exemplar of the application of
the rhetorical point of view to poetry was, of course, the Ars Poetica of
Horace. As Richard McKeon points out, ‘Horace’s criticism is directed in
the main to instruct the poet how to keep his audience in their seats until the
end, how to in uce cheers and applause, how to please a Roman audience,
and by the same token,

how to please all audiences and win immortality , 32 .

In what became for later critics the focal passage of the Ars Poetica, Horace
advised that ‘the poet’s aim is either to profit or to please, or to blend in one
the delightful and the useful’. The context shows that Horace held pleasure
to be the chief purpose of poetry, for he recommends the profitable merely
as a means to give pleasure to the elders, who, in contrast to the young
aristo crats, ‘rail at what contains no serviceable lesson ’. 33 But prodesse



and delectare , to teach and to please, together with another term introduced
from rhetoric, moverc, to move, served for centuries to collect under three
heads the sum of aesthetic effects on the reader. The balance between these
terms altered in the course of time. To the overwhelming majority of
Renaissance critics, as to Sir Philip Sidney, the moral effect was the
terminal aim, to which delight and emotion were auxiliary. From
.the._time_Qf. the/critical essays o ry en through the eighteenth century,
pleasure tended to become the ultimate end, although poetry without profit
was often held to be trivial, and the optimistic moralist believed with James
Beattie that iipoetry instructs, it only pleases the more effectually . 34

Looking fipon a poem as a ‘making’, a contrivance for affecting an
audience, the typical pragmatic critic is engrossed with formulating the
metho s—t e ‘skill, or Crafte of making’ as Ben Jonson called it—for
achieving the effects desired. These methods, traditionally comprehended
under the term poesis, or ‘art’ (in phrases such as ‘the art of poetry’), are
formulated as precepts and rules whose warrant consists either in their
being derived from the qualities of works whose success and long survival
have proved their adaptation to human nature, or else in their being
grounded directly on the psychological laws governing the responses of
men in general. The rules, therefore, are m-
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herent in the qualities of each excellent work of art, and when excerpted
and codified these rules serve equally to guide the artist in making and the
critics in judging any future product. ‘Dryden,’ said Dr Johnson, 'may be
properly considered as the father of English criticism, as the writer who first
taught us to determine upon principles the merit of composition .” 35
DrydenVmethod of establishing those principles was to point out that
poetry, like painting, has an end, which is to p lease; that imitation of nature
is the general means for attaining this end; and that rules serve to specify
the means for accomplishing this end in detail;

Having thus shewn that imitation pleases, and why it pleases in both these
arts, it follows, that some rules of imitation are necessary to obtain the end;
for without rules there can be no art, any more than there can be a house
without a door to conduct you into it . 36



Emphasis on the rules and maxims of an art is native to all criticism that
grounds itself in the demands of an audience, and it survives today in the
magazines and manuals devoted to teaching fledgling authors 'how to write
stories that sell’. But rulebooks based on the lowest common denominator
of the modern buying public are only gross caricatures of the complex and
subtly rationalized neoclassic ideals of literary craftsmanship. Through the
early part of the eighteenth century, the poet could rely confidently on the
trained taste and expert connoisseurship of a limited circle of readers,
whether these were Horace’s Roman contemporaries under Emperor
Augustus, or Vida’s at the papal court of Leo X, or Sidney’s fellow-
courtiers under Elizabeth, or the London audience of Dryden and Pope;
while, in theory, the voices even of the best contemporary judges were
subordinated to the voice of the ages. Some neoclassic critics were also
certain that the rules of art, though empirically derived, were ultimately
validated by conforming to that objective structure of norms whose
existence_/uaian_teed the rational order and harmony of the universe. In a
strict sense, as John Dennis made explicit what was often implied, Nature
‘is nothing but that Rule and Order, and Harmony, which we find in the
visible Creation’; so ‘Poetry, which is an imitation of Nature’, must
demonstrate the same prop er ties. The renowned masters among the
ancients wrote not

to please a tumultuous transitory Assembly, or a Handful of Men, who were
call’d their Countrymen; They wrote to their Fellow-Citizens of the
Universe, to all Countries, and to all Ages.... They were clearly convinc’d,
that nothing could transmit their Immortal Works to Posterity, but
something like that harmonious Order which maintains the Universe ... 37

Although they disagreed concerning specific rules, and although many
English critics repudiated such formal French requisites as the unity of time
and place, and the purity of comedy and tragedy, all but a few eccentrics
among eighteenth-century critics believed in the validity of some set of
universal rules. At about mid-century, it became popular to demonstrate and
expound all the major rules for poetry, or even for art in general, in a single
inclusive critical system. The pattern of the pragmatic reasoning usually
employed may conveniently be studied in such a compendious treatment as
James Beattie’s Essay
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on Poetry and Music as they affect the Mind (1762), or more succinctly
still, in Richard Hurd’s ‘Dissertation of the Idea of Universal Poetry’
(1766). Universal poetry, no matter what the genre, Hurd says, is an art
whose end is the maximum possible pleasure. “When we speak of poetry, as
an art, we mean such a way or method of treating a subject, as is found
most pleasing and delightful to us/ And this idea ‘if kept steadily in view,
will unfold to us all the mysteries of the poetic art. There needs but to
evolve the philosopher s idea, and to apply it, as occasion serves.” From this
major premise Hurd evolves three propeities, essential to all poetry if it is to
effect the greatest possible delight: figurative language, ‘fiction’ (that is to
say, a departure from what is actual, or empirically possible), and
versification. The mode and degree in which these three universal qualities
are to be combined in any one species of poetry, however, will depend on
its peculiar end, because each poetic kind must exploit that special pleasure
which it is generically adapted to achieve. ‘For the art of every kind of
poetry is only this general art so modified as the nature of each, that is, its
moie immediate and subordinate end, may respectively require.’

For the name of poem will belong to every composition, whose primary end
is to please, provided it be so constructed as to afford all the pleasure, which
its kind or sort will permit. 38

On the basis of isolated passages from his Letters on Chivalry and
Romance, Hurd is commonly treated as a ‘pre-romantic’ critic. But in the
summation of his poetic creed in the ‘Idea of Universal Poetry’, the rigidly
deductive logic which Hurd employs to ‘unfold’ the rules of poetry from a
primitive definition, permitting ‘the reason of the thing’ to override the
evidence of the actual practice of poets, brings him as close as anyone in
England to the geometric method of Charles Batteux, though without that
critic s Cartesian apparatus. The difference is that Batteux evolves his rules
from the definition of poetry as the imitation of la belle nature, and Hurd,
from its definition as the art of treating a subject so as to afford the reader a
maximum pleasure; and this involves his assuming that he possesses an
empirical knowledge of the psychology of the reader. For if the end of



poetry is to gratify the mind of the reader, Hurd says, knowledge of the laws
of mind is necessary to establish its rules, which are but so many means,
which experience finds most conducive to that end’. 39 Since Batteux and
Hurd, however, are both intent on rationalizing what is mainly a common
body of poetic lore, it need not surprise us that, though they set out from
different points of the compass, their paths often coincide. 40

But to appreciate the power and illumination of which a refined and flexible
pragmatic criticism is capable, we must turn from these abstract
systematizers of current methods and maxims to such a practical critic as
Samuel Johnson. Johnson’s literary criticism assumes approximately the
frame of critical reference I have described, but Johnson, who distrusts rigid
and abstract theorizing, applies the method with a constant appeal to
specific literary examples/defer-ence to the opinions of other readers, but
ultimately, reliance on his own expert responses to the text. As a result
Johnson’s comments on poets and poems have persistently afforded a
jumping-off point for later critics whose frame of refer-
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ence and particular judgments differ radically from his own. For an instance
of Johnson’s procedure which is especially interesting because it shows
how the notion of the imitation of nature is coordinated with the judgment
of poetry in terms of its end and effects, consider that monument of
neoclassic criticism, Johnson’s Preface to Shakespeare .

Johnson undertakes in his Preface to establish Shakespeare’s rank among
poets, and to do so, he is led to rate Shakespeare’s native abilities against
the general level of taste and achievement in the Elizabethan age, and to
measure these abilities in turn ‘by their proportion to the general and
collective ability of man’. 41 Since the powers and excellence of an author,
however, can only be inferred from the nature and excellence of the works
he achieves, Johnson addresses himself to a general examination of
Shakespeare’s dramas. In this systematic appraisal of the works themselves,
we find that mimesis retains for Johnson a measure of authority as criterion.
Repeatedly Johnson maintains that ‘this therefore is the praise of
Shakespeare, that his drama is the mirror of life’, and of inanimate nature as



well: ‘He was an exact surveyor of the inanimate world.... Shakespeare,
whether life or nature be his subject, shews plainly,

that he has seen with his own eyes ’ 42 But, Johnson also claims, ‘The. .end

of writing is to instruct; the end of poetry is to instruct by pleasing.’ 43 It is
to this function of poetry, and to the demonstrated effect of a poem upon its
audience, that Johnson awards priority as aesthetic criterion. If a poem fails
to please, whatever its character otherwise, it is, as a work of art, nothing;
though Johnson insists, with a strenuous moralism that must already have
seemed old-fashioned to contemporary readers, it must please without
violating the standards of truth and virtue. Accordingly, Johnson
discriminates those elements in Shakespeare’s plays which were introduced
to appeal to the local and passing tastes of the rather .barbarous audience of
his own time (‘He knew,’ said Johnson, ‘how he should most please’), 44
from those elements which are proportioned to the tastes of the common
readers of all time. And since in works ‘appealing wholly to observation
and experience, no other test can be applied than length of duration and
continuance of esteem’, Shakespeare’s long survival as a poet ‘read without
any other reason than the desire for pleasure’ is the best evidence on the
subsidiary principle that ‘nothing can please many, and please long, but just
representations of general nature’. Shakespeare exhibits the eternal
‘species’ of human character, moved by ‘those general passions and
principles by which all minds are agitated’. 45 Thus Shakespeare’s
excellence in holding up the mirror to general nature turns out, in the long
run, to be justified by the superior criterion of the appeal this achievement
holds for the enduring tastes of the gejaeral literary public.

A number of Johnson’s individual observations and judgments exhibit a
play of the argument between the two principles of fhe nature of the world
the poet must reflect, and the nature and legitimate requirements of the
poet’s audience. For the most part the two principles co-operate towards a
single conclusion. For example, both the empirical nature of the universe
and of the universal reader demonstrate the fallacy of those who censure
Shakespeare for mixing his comic and tragic scenes. Shakespeare’s plays,
Johnson, says, exhibit ‘the real state of
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sublunary” nature, which partakes of good and evil, joy and sorrow,
mingled with endless variety’. In addition, ‘the mingled drama may convey
all the instruction of tragedy or comedy’ by approaching nearer ‘to the
appearance of life’; while the objection that the change of scene ‘wants at
last the power to move’ is a specious reasoning ‘received as true even by
those who in daily experience feel it to be false ’. 46 But when the actual
state of sublunary alfairs conflicts with thejpoet’s obligation to his audience,
the latter is the court of final appeal. It is Shakespeare’s defect, says
Johnson,

that Tie seems to write, without any moral purpose He makes no just

sjjh dis tributio n of good or evil, nor is always careful to shew in the
virtuous a j}* Adisapprobation of the wicked.... It is always a writer’s duty
to make the

world better, and justice is a virtue independent of time or place . 47

The pragmatic orientation, ordering the aim of the artist and the character of
the work to the nature, the needs, and the springs of pleasure in the
audience, characterized by far the greatest part of criticism from the time of
Horace through the eighteenth century. Measured either by its duration or
the number of its adherents, therefore, the pr agmat ic view, broadly
conceived, h as bee n the principal aesthetic attitude of the Western world.
But inherent in this system were the elements of its dissolution. Ancient
rhetoric had bequeathed to criticism not only its stress on affecting the
audience but also (since its main concern was with educating the orator) its
detailed attention to the powers and activities of the speaker himself—his
‘nature’, or innate powers and genius, as distinguished from his culture and
art, and also the process of invention, disposition, and expression involved
in his discourse . 48 In the course of time, and particularly after the
psychological contributions of Hobbes and Locke in the seventeenth
century, increasing attention was given to the mental constitution of the-
poet, the quality and degree of his ‘genius’, and the play of his faculties in
the act of composition. Through most of the eighteenth century, the poet s
invention and imagination were made thoroughly dependent for their
materials —their ideas and ‘images’—on the external universe and the
literary models the poetjhad.tp imitate; while the persistent stress laid on his



need for judgment and art—the mental surrogates, in effect, of the
requirements of a cultivated audi-ence—held the poet strictly responsible to
the audience for whose pleasure he exerted his creative ability. Gradually,
however, the stress was shifted more and more to the poet’s natural genius,
creative imagination, and emotional spontaneity, at the expense of the
opposing attributes of judgment, learning, and artful restraints. As a result
the audience gradually receded into the background, giving place to the
poet himself, and his own mental powers and emotional needs, as the
predominant cause and even the end and test of art. By this time other
developments, which we shall have occasion to talk about later, were also
helping to shift the focus ofxritical interest from audience to artist and thus
to introduce a new orientation into the theory of art.
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IV Expressive theories

‘Poetry’, Wordsworth announced in his Preface to the Lyrical Ballads of
1800, ‘is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.” He thought well
enough of this formulation to use it twice in the same essay, and on this, as
the ground-idea, he founded his theory of the prgpcyysubj£cts, language,
effects, and value of poetry. Almost all the major critics of the English
romantic generation phrased definitions or key statements showing a
parallel alignment from work to poet. Poetry is the overflow, utterance, or
projection of the thought and feelings of the poet; or else (in the chief
variant formulation) poetry is defined in terms of the imaginative process
which modifies and synthesizes the images, thoughts, and feelings of the
poet. This way of thinking, in which the artist himself becomes the major
element generating both the artistic product and the criteria by which it is to
be judged, I shall call the expressive theory of art.

Setting the date at which this point of view became predominant in critical
theory, like marking the point at which orange becomes yellow in the colour
spectrum, must be a somewhat arbitrary procedure. As we shall see, an
approach to the expressive orientation, though isolated in history and partial
in scope, is to be found as early as Longinus’ discussion of the sublime



style as having its main sources in the thought and emotions of the speaker;
and it recurs in a variant form in Bacon’s brief analysis of poetry as
pertaining to the imagination and ‘accommodating the shows of things to
the desires of the mind’. Even Wordsworth’s theory, it will appear, is much
more embedded in a traditional matrix of interests and emphases, and is,
therefore, less radical than are the theories of his followers of the 1830s.
The year 1800 is a good round number, however, and Wordsworth’s Preface
a convenient docuipent, b y which to signalize the displacement of the
mimetic and pragmatic, by the expressive view of art in English criticism.

In general terms, the central tendency of the expressive theory may be
summarized in this way: A work of art is essentially the internal made
external, resulting from a creative proc ess operating under the impulse of
feeling, and embodying the combined product of the poefls perceptions,
thoughts, and feelings. The primary source and subject matter of a poem,
therefore, are the attributes and actions of the poet’s own mind; or if aspects
of the external world, then these only as they are converted from fact to
poetry by the feelings and operations of the poet’s mind. (Thus the Poetry...’
Wordsworth wrote, ‘proceeds whence it ought to do, from the soul of Man,
communicating its creative energies to the images of the external world.”)
49 Thejiaramount cause of poetry is not, as in Aristotle, a formal cause,
determined primarily by the human actions and qualities imitated; nor, as in
neoclassic criticism a final cause, the effect intended upon the audience; but
instead an efficient cause—the impulse within the poet of feelings and
desires seeking expression, or the compulsion of the ‘creative’ imagination
which, like God the creator, has its internal source of motion. The
propensity is to grade the arts by the extent to which their media are
amenable to the undistorted expression of the feelings or mental
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powers of the artist, and to classify the species of an art, and evaluate their
instances, by the qualities or states of mind of which they are a sign. Of the
elements constituting a poem, the element of diction, especially figures of
speech, becomes primary; and the burning question is, whether these are the
natural 4 utterance of emotion and imagination or the deliberate aping of
poetic conventions. The first test any poem must pass is no longer, "Is it



true to nature?’ or Ts it appropriate to the requirements either of the best
judges or the generality of mankind?’ but a criterion looking in a different
direction; namely, Is it sincere? Is it genuine? Does, it match the intention,
the feeling, and the actual state of mind of the poet while composing?’ The
work ceases then to be regarded as primarily a reflection of nature, actual or
improved; the mirror held up to nature becomes transparent and yields the
reader insights into the mind and heart of the poet himself. The exploitation
of literature as an index to personality first manifests itself in the early
nineteenth century; it is the inevitable

consequence of the expressive point of view.

The sources, details, and historical results of this reorierLtation of criticism,
in its various forms, will be a principal concern of the rest of this book.
Now, while we have some of the earlier facts fresh in mind, let me indicate
what happened to salient elements of traditional criticism in the essays
'What is Poetry?’ and The Two Kinds of Poetry’, written by John Stuart
Mill in 1833. Mill relied in large part on Wordsworth’s Preface to the
Lyrical Ballads, but in the inter-' vening thirty years the expressive theory
had emerged from the network of qualifications in which Wordsworth had
carefully placed it, and had worked out its own destiny unhindered. Mill’s
logic in answering the question, What is poetry?’ is not more geometrico,
like that of Batteux, nor stiffly formal, like Richard Hurd’s; nonetheless, his
theory turns out to be as tightly dependent upon a central principle as theirs.
For whatever Mill’s empirical pretensions, his initial assumption about the
essential nature of poetry remains continuously though silently effective in
selecting, interpreting, and ordering the facts to be explained.

The primitive proposition of Mill’s theory is: Poetry is 'the expression or
uttering forth of feeling’. 50 Exploration of the data of aesthetics from this
starting point leads, among other things, to the following drastic alterations
in the great commonplaces of the critical tradition:

1. The poetic kinds. Mill reinterprets and inverts the neoclassic ranking of
the poetic kinds. As the purest expression of feeling, lyric poetry is 'more
eminently and peculiarly poetry than any other...” Other forms are all
alloyed by non-poetic elements, whether descriptive, didactic, or narrative,
which serve merely as convenient occasions for the poetic utterances of



feeling either by the poet or by one of his invented characters. To
AristQtleA.tragedy had been the j. highest form of poetry, and the plot,
representing the action being imitated, had been its ‘soul’; while most
ncoclassic critics had agreed that, whether judged by greatness of subject
matter or of effects, epic and tragedy are the king and queen of poetic
forms. It serves as an index to the revolution in critical norms to notice that
to Mill, plot becomes a kind of necessary evil. An epic poem 'in so far as it
is epic (i.c. narrative) ... is not poetry at all’, but only a suitable
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frame for the greatest diversity of genuinely poetic passages; while the
interest in plot and story ‘merely as a story' characterizes rude stages of
society, children, and the ‘shallowest and emptiest' of civilized adults. 51
Similarly with the other arts; in music, painting, sculpture, and architecture
Mill distinguishes between that which is ‘simple imitation or description’
and that which ‘expresses human feeling’ and is, therefore, poetry. 52

2. Spontaneity as criterion. Mill accepts the venerable assumption that a
man’s emotional susceptibility is innate, but his knowledge and skill—his
art— are acq uire d. On this basis, he distinguishes poets into two classes:
poets who are born and poets who are made, or those who are poets ‘hy
nature’, and those who are poets ‘by culture’. Natural poetry is identifiable
because it ‘isJFeeling itself, employing Thought only as The medium of its
utterance’; on the other hand, the poetry of ‘a cultivated but not naturally
poetic mind’, is written with ‘a distinct aim’, and in it the thought remains
the conspicuous object, however surrounded by ‘a halo. of feeling’. Natural
poetry, it turns out, is ‘poetry in a far higher sense, than any other; since ...
that which constitutes poetry, human feeling, enters far more largely into
this than into the poetry of culture’. Among the moderns, Shelley
jEpr£S£nts the poet born and Wordsworth the poet made; and with
unconscious irony Mill turns Wordsworth’s own criterion, ‘the spontaneous
overflow of feeling’, against its sponsor. Wordsworth’s poetry ‘has little
even of the appearance of spontaneousness: the well is never so full that it
overflows’. 53

3. The external world. Inj5p far_asja literary product simply imitates
objects, it is not poetry at all. As a result, reference of poetry to the external



universe disa ppears fro m Mill’s theory, except to the extent that sensible
objects may serve as a stimulus or ‘occasion for the generation of poetry’,
and then, ‘the poetry is not in the object itself’, but ‘in the state of mind’ in
which it is contemplated. When a poet describes a lion he ‘is describing the
lion professedly, but the state of excitement of the spectator really’,
andAh/poetry_must be true not to the object, but to ‘the human emotion’.
54 Thus severed from the external world, the objects signified by a poem
tend to be regarded as no more than a projected equivalent—an extended
and articulated symbol—for the poet’s inner state of mind. Poetry, said
Mill, in a phrasing which anticipates T. E. Hulme a and lays the theoretical
groundwork for the practice of symbolists from Baudelaire through T. S.
Eliot, embodies ‘itself in symbols, which are the nearest possible
representations of the feeling in the exact shape in which it exists in the
poet’s mind’. 55 Tennyson, Mill wrote in a review of that poet’s early
poems, excels in ‘scejne-painting, in the highest sense of the term’; and this
is

not the mere power of producing that rather vapid species of composition
usually termed descriptive poetry ... but the power of creating scenery, in
keeping with some state of human feeling; so fitted to it as to be The
embodied symbol of it, and to summon up the state of feeling itself, with a
force not to be surpassed by anything but reality. 56

a Sec below pp. 92-104.
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And as an indication of the degree to which the innovations of the
romantics persist as the commonplaces of modern critics—even of those
who purport to found their theory on anti-romantic principles—notice how
striking is the parallel between the passage above and a famous comment
by T. S. Eliot:

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an
‘objective correlative’; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain
of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that
when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are
given, the emotion is immediately evoked . 57



4 . The audience. No less drastic is the fate of the audience. According to
Mill, ‘Poetry is feeling, confessing itself to itself in moments of solitude..
The poet’s audience is reduced to a single member, consisting of the poet
himself. ‘All poetry,” as Mill puts it, ‘is of the nature of soliloquy.’
Thejmrpose of producing effects upon other men, which for ceflturies had
been the defining character of the art of poetry, now serves precisely the
opposite function: if disqualifies a poem, by proving it to be rhetoric
instead. When the poet’s

act of utterance is uotitself the end, but._the means to an end—viz. by the
feelings he himself expresses, to work upon the feelings, or upon the belief,
or the will, of another—when the expression of his emotions ... is tinged
also by that purpose, by that desire of making an impression upon another
mind, then it ceases to be jmetry”and becomes eloquence . 58

TherrLiv-in-fact, something singularly fatal to the audience in the romantic
point of. view. Or, in terms of historical causes, it might be conjectured that
the disappearance of a homogeneous and discriminating reading public
fostered a criticism which on principle diminished the importance of the
audience as a determinant of poetry and poetic value. Wordsworth still
insisted that ‘Poets do not write for Poets alone, but for Men’, and that each
of his poems ‘has a worthy purpose’; eve n tho ugh it turns out that the
pleasure and profit of the audience is an automatic consequence of the
poet’s spontaneous overflow of feeling, provided that the appropriate
associations between thoughts and feelings have been established by the
poet in advance . 59 Keats, however, affirmed roundly that ‘I never wrote
one single line of Poetry with the least Shadow of public thought ’. 60 ‘A
poet is a nightingale,” according to Shelley, ‘ who sit s in darkness, and
sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds; h is Auditors )are as men
entranced by the melody of an unseen musician ...” 61 For Carlyle, the poet
utterly replaces the audience as the generator of aesthetic norms.

On the whole, Genius has privileges of its own; it selects an orbit for itself;
and be this never so eccentric, if it is indeed a celestial orbit, we mere
stargazers must at last compose ourselves; must cease to cavil at it, and
begin to observe it, and calculate its laws . 62



1 he evolution is complete, from the mimetic poet, assigned the minimal
role of holding a mirror up to nature, through the pragmatic poet who,
whatever his natural gifts, is ultimately measured by his capacity to satisfy
the public taste, to Carlyle’s Poet as Hero, the chosen one who, because he
is ‘a force of
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Nature’, writes as he must, and through the degree of homage he evokes,
serves as the measure of his reader’s piety and taste. 63

>T
lerH
V Objective theories

All types of theory described so far, in their practical applications, get down
to dealing with the work of art itself, in its parts and their mutual relations,
whether the premises on which these elements are discriminated and
evaluated relate them primarily to the spectator, the artist, or the world
withou t. But there is also a fourth procedure, the ‘objective orientation’,
which on principle regards the work of art in isolation from all these
external points of reference, analyses it as a self-sufficient entity constituted
by its parts in their internal relations, and sets out to judge it solely by
criteria intrinsic to its own mode of being.

This point of view has been comparatively rare in literary criticism. The one
early attempt at the analysis of an art form which is both objective and
comprehensive occurs in the central portion of Aristotle’s Poetics. I have
chosen to discuss Aristotle’s theory of art under the heading of mimetic
theories, because it sets out from, and makes frequent reference back to the
concept of imitation. Such is the flexibility of Aristotle’s procedure,
however, thalL.after_he has.isolated th e species ‘tragedy’, and.”siablished
its relation to the universe as an imitation of a certain kind of action, and to
the audience through its observed effect of purging pity and fear, his
method becomes centripetal, and assimilates these external elements into
attributes of the work proper. In this second consideration of tragedy as an



object in itself, the actions and agents that are imitated re-enter the
discussion as the plot, character, and thought which, together with diction,
melody, and spectacle, make up the six elements of a tragedy; and even pity
and fear are reconsidered as that pleasurable quality proper to tragedy, to be
distinguished from the pleasures characteristic of comedy and other forms.
64 The Tragic work itself can now be analysed formally as a4elf-
determining whole made-up- of parts, all organized around the controlling
part, the tragic plot— itself a unity in which the component incidents are
integrated by the internal

relations of ‘necessity or probability’.

As an all-inclusive approach to poetry, the objective orientation was just
beginning to emerge in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
We shall see later on that some critics were undertaking to explore the
concept of the poem as a heterocosm, a world of its own, independent of the
world into which we are born, whose end is not to instruct or please but
simply to exist. Certain critics, particularly in Germany, were expanding
upon Kant’s formula that a work of art exhibits Zweckmassigkeit ohne
Zweck (purposiveness without purpose), together with his concept that the
contemplation of beauty is disinterested and without regard to utility, while
neglecting Kant’s characteristic reference of an aesthetic product to the
mental faculties of its creator and receptor. The aim to consider a poem, as
Poe expressed it, as a ‘poem per se ... written solely for the poem’s sake’,
65 in isolation from external causes and
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uitciior ends, came to constitute one element of the diverse doctrines
usually huddled together by historians under the heading 'Art for Art’s
Sake’. And with differing emphases and adequacy, and in a great variety of
theoretical contexts, the objective approach to poetry has become one of the
most prominent elements in the innovative criticism of the last two or three
decades. T. S. Eliot’s dictum of 1928, that VheiAwMlIc.xonsidering poetry
we must consider it primarily as poetry and not another thing’ is widely
approved, however far Eliot’s own criticism sometimes departs from this
ideal; and it is often joined with Mac-Leish’s verse aphorism, ‘A poem
should not mean But be.” The subtle and incisive criticism of criticism by



the Chicago Neo-Aristotelians a and their advocacy of an instrument
adapted to dealing with poetry as such have been largely effective towards a
similar end. In his ‘ontological criticism’, John Crowe Ransom/ has been
calling for recognition of ‘the autonomy of the work itself as existing for its
own sake’; 66 campaigns have been organized against ‘the personal
heresy’, ¢ ‘the intentional fallacy’, and ‘the affective fallacy W the widely
influential handbook, The Theory of Literature, written by Rene Wellek and
Austin Warren, proposes that criticism deal with a poem qua poem, i ndepe
ndently of extrinsic factors; and similar views are being expressed, with
increasing frequency, not only in our literary but in our scholarly journals.
In America, at least, some form of the objective point of view has already
gone far to displace its rivals as the reigning mode of literary criticism.

According to our scheme of analysis, then, there have been four major
orientations, each one of which has seemed to various acute minds adequate
for a satisfactory criticism of art in general. And by and large the historic
progression, from the beginning through the early nineteenth century, has
been from the mimetic theory of Plato and (in a qualified fashion) Aristotle,
through the pragmatic theory, lasting from the conflation of rhetoric with
poetic in the Hellenistic and Roman era almost through the eighteenth
century, to. the expressive theory of English (and somewhat earlier,
German) romantic criticism.

Of course romantic criticism, like that of any period, was not uniform in its
outlook. As late as 1831 Macaulay (whose thinking usually followed
traditional patterns) still insists, as an eternal rule ‘founded in reason and in
the nature of things’, that ‘poetry, is* as was said more than two thousand
years ago, imitation , and differentiates between the arts on the basis of their
diverse media and objects of imitation. Then, in an essay packed with
eighteenth-century catchlines, he ungratefully employs the mimetic
principle to justify his elevation of Scott, Wordsworth, and Coleridge over
the eighteenth-century poets because they imitate nature more accurately,
and attacks the neoclassic rules of correctness on the ground that they ‘tend
to make ... imitations less perfect than they otherwise would be...” 67 The
mode of criticism which subjects art and the artist to the audience also
continued to flourish, usually in a vulgarized form, among influential
journalists such as Francis Jeffrey, who deliberately set them-



«See introductory note on R. S. Crane, p. 592 below. b See below, pp. 227-
39.

¢ The Personal Heresy: a controversy, by E. M. W. Tillyard and C. S. Lewis
(1939). d Sec the essays by W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, pp.
333-58 below.
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selves to voice the literary standards of the middle class and to preserve
unsullied what Jeffrey called ‘the purity of the female character’. 68

But these are not the innovative critical writings which contributed to the
predominant temper of what Shelley, in his ‘Defence of Poetry’, called ‘the
spirit of the age’; and the radical difference between the characteristic
points of view of neoclassic and romantic criticism remains unmistakable.
Take such representative productions of the 1760s and ’70s as Johnson’s
Preface to Shakespeare, Karnes’s Elements of Criticism, Richard Hurd’s
‘On the Idea of Universal Poetry’, The Art of Poetry on a New Plan (of
dubious authorship), Beattie’s Essays on Poetry and Music, and the first
eight Discourses of Sir Joshua Reynolds. Place these next to the major
inquiries into poetry and art of the romantic generation: Wordsworth’s
Prefaces and collateral essays, Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria and
Shakespearean lectures, Hazlitt’s ‘On Poetry in General’ and other essays,
even Shelley’s Platonistic ‘Defence of Poetry’; then add to this group such
later documents as Carlyle’s ‘Characteristics’ and early literary reviews, J.
S. Mill’s two essays on poetry, John Keble’s Lectures on Poetry, and Leigh
Hunt’s ‘What is Poetry?’. Whatever the continuity of certain terms and
topics between individual members of the two eras, and however important
the methodological and doctrinal differences which divide the members
within a single group, one decisive change marks off the criticism in the
Age of Wordsworth from that in the Age of Johnson. The poet has moved
into the centre of the critical system and taken over many of the
prerogatives which had once been exercised by his readers, the nature of the
world in which he found himself, and the inherited precepts and examples
of his poetic art.

Notes



1. Foreword to Philosophies of Beauty, ed. E. F. Carritt (Oxford, 1931), p.
iX.

2. (5th edn, London, 1934), pp. 6-7. Richards’s later change of emphasis is
indicated by his recent statement that * “Semantics” which began by finding
nonsense everywhere may well end up as a technique for widening
understanding’ ( Modern Language Notes, Ix,

1945, p. 350).

3. For a subtle and elaborate analysis of diverse critical theories, see
Richard McKeon, ‘Philosophic bases of art and criticism’. Critics and
Criticism, Ancient and Modern, ed. R. S. Crane (The University of Chicago
Press, 1952).

4. Republic (trans. Jowett) x. 596-7; Laws ii. 667-8, vii. 814-16.

5. See Richard McKeon, ‘Literary criticism and the concept of imitation in
antiquity’, Critics and Criticism, ed. Crane, pp. i47~9- The article exhibits
those multiple shifts in Plato’s use of the term ‘imitation’ which have
trapped many later commentators as successfully as they once did the rash
spirits who engaged Socrates in controversy.

6. Republic x. 597.

7. Laws vii. 817.

8. Republic x. 603-5; Ion 536-6; cf. Apology 22.
9. Republic x. 608.

10. Poetics (trans. Ingram By water) 1. 1447 s, 1448* On imitation in

Aristotle’s criticism see McKeon, ‘The Concept of Imitation’, op. cit. pp.
160-8.

11. Poetics 6 . 1449 b, 14*i 453 b

12. Ibid., 8. 1451 s .



13. Ibid., 6. 1450 a -i450 b .

14. Ibid., 4. 1448 b, 17.1455a—1455b -

Abrams Orientation of critical theories

15. Republic iii. 398, x. 606-8; Laws vii. 817.

16. The Works of Richard Hurd (London, 1811), ii, 111-12.

17. Edward Young, Conjectures on Original Composition, ed. Edith Morley
(Manchester, 1918), pp. 6, 18. See also William Duff, Essay on Original
Genius (London, 1767), p. 192m John Ogilvie reconciles creative genius
and original invention with ‘the great principle of poetic imitation ’
(Philosophical and Critical Observations on the Nature, Characters, and
Various Species of Composition, London, 1774, i. 105-7). Joseph Warton,
familiar proponent of a ‘boundless imagination’, enthusiasm, and ‘the
romantic, the wonderful, and the wild', still agrees with Richard Elurd that
poetry is ‘an art, whose essence is imitation’, and whose objects are
‘material or animate, extraneous or internal’ (Essay on the Writings and
Genius of Pope, London, 1756, i, 89-90). Cf. Robert Wood, Essay on the
Original Genius and Writings of Homer (1769), London, 1824, pp. 6-7,
178.

18. “Originality’, Gleanings (London, 1785), i, 107, 109.

19. Charles Batteux, Les Beaux Arts reduits a un meme principe (Paris,
1747), pp. i-viii.

20. Ibid., pp. 9-27.

21. Ibid., p. xiii. For the important place of imitation in earlier French
neoclassic theories, see Rene Bray, La Formation de la doctrine classique en
France (Lausanne, 1931), pp. 140 ff.

22. Lessing, L. aokoon, ed. W. G. Howard (New York, 1910), pp. 23-5, 42.

23. Ibid., pp. 99-102, 64.



24. Three Treatises, in The Works of James Harris (London, 1803), i, 58.
Cf. Adam Smith, Of the nature of that imitation which takes place in what
are called the imitative arts’, Essays Philosophical and Literary (London,
n.d.), pp. 405 ff.

25. Henry Home, Lord Karnes, Elements of Criticism (Boston, 1796), ii, 1
(chap, xviii).

26. Thomas Twining, ed., Aristotle’s Treatise on Poetry (London, 1789), pp.
4, 21-2, 60-1.

27. Sir Philip Sidney, ‘An Apology for Poetry’, Elizabethan Critical Essays,
ed G. Gregory Smith (London, 1904), i, 158.

28. Ibid., i, 159.
29. Ibid., i, 159, 161-4, 171-80, 201.

30. See, e.g., his use of Aristotle’s statement that poetry is more
philosophical than nistoty (1, 167 8), and that painful things can be made
pleasant by imitations (p 171V and his wrenching of Aristotle’s central
term, praxis— the actions which are imitated by poetry to signify the moral
action which a poem moves the spectator to practise (p. 171).

31. Cicero, De oratare ii, xxviil.
32. ‘The Concept of Imitation,’ op. cit. p. 173.

Poetica, trans. E. H. Blakeney, in Literary Criticism, Plato to Drvden ed.
Allan H. Gilbert (New York, 1940), p. 139.

34 - Essays on Poetry and Music (3rd edn, London, 1779), p. 10.

31'P77?,67?”r1VeS °fthc En Z lish Pocts ’ ed - Birkbeck Hill’(Oxford,
1905), i, 410 36. Parallel of poetry and painting’ (1695), Essays, ed. W. P.
Ker (Oxford, 1926), ii,

T 1rowhnd S e’ The P ] ace of rules in Dryden's criticism’, Modern
Philology



xhv (1946), 84 ff.

f \'Th A Advancement and Reformation of Modern Poetry (1701), in The
Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. E. N Hooker (Baltimore, 1939), i, 202-3.
For Dennis’s derivation of specific rules from the end of art, which is ‘to
delight and reform the mind’, see The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry
(1704), ibid., pp. 336 ff

38. ‘Dissertation on the Idea of Universal Poetry’, Works, ii, 3-4, 25-6, 7.
For a parallel argument see Alexander Gerard, An Essay on Taste (London,
1759),p.40.7? P

39- Idea of Universal Poetry', Works, ii, 3-4. On the rationale underlying
the body of E 1"u a 09Lr450ff y © yt Trowbrid S e * ' Bish °P A
Reinterpretation’,

rSJt?aTel 1Xr." dndUCeS’ frOm , the idca that poctry is the imitation,
not of unadorned real.ty but of Ibelle nature, that its end can only be ‘to
please, to move, to touch, in

thLtth' P T 7 e US Bcau . x Art5 > PP- 8 >. 150. Conversely, Hurd infers
from the fact that “ he, e, nd of poe 7 y “ pleasure that the poefs duty is ‘to
illustrate and adorn’ reality and to delineate it in the most taking forms’
('Idea of Universal Poetry’, Works ii 8) For purposes of a specialized
investigation into the evidences for plagiarism among mets »“ rdh ' ms f’
another cssay ’ shifts Ins ground, and like BattcL, sets out from a

« of ' the faircst forms ° f thinss ' < Di ~
Abrams Orientation of critical theories

41. Johnson on Shakespeare, ed. Walter Raleigh (Oxford, 1908), pp. 10, 30-
1.

42. Ibid., pp. 14, 39. Cf. pp. 11, 31* 33* 37* etc.
43. Ibid., p. 16.

44. Tbid., pp. 31-33* 4 -



45. Tbid., pp. 9-12.

46. Ibid., pp. 15-17. See also Johnson’s defence of Shakespeare for
violating the decorum of character-types, by the appeal to nature’ as against
‘accident’; and for breaking the unities of time and place, by the appeal
both to the actual experience of dramatic auditors, and to the principle that
‘the greatest graces of a play, are to copy nature and instruct life’ (ibid. pp.
14-15* 2 5 3 °)- Cf. Rambler No. 156.

47. 1bid., 20-1. The logic appears even more clearly in Johnson’s early
paper on ‘works of fiction’, in Rambler No. 4, 1750 ( The Works of Samuel
Johnson, ed. Arthur Murphy, London, 1824, iv, 23): ‘It is justly considered
as the greatest excellency of art, to imitate nature; but it is necessary to
distinguish those parts of nature which are most proper for imitation', etc.
For a detailed analysis of Johnson’s critical methods, see W. R. Keast, ‘The
theoretical foundations of Johnson’s criticism’, Critics and Criticism, ed. R.
S. Crane, pp. 389-407.

48. See the masterly precis of the complex movements within English neo-
classic criticism by R. S. Crane, ‘English neoclassical criticism’, Critics and
Criticism, pp. 372-88.

49. Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Middle Years, ed. E.
de Selincourt (Oxford, 1937), ii, 705; 18 January 1816.

50. Early Essays by John Stuart Mill, ed. J. W. M. Gibbs (London, 1897), p.
208.

51. Ibid., pp. 228, 205-6, 213, 203-4.
52. Ibid., pp. 211-17.

53. Ibid., pp. 222-31.

54. Ibid., pp. 206-7.

55. Ibid., pp. 208-9. Cf. Hulme, ‘If it is sincere in the accurate sense ... the
whole of the analogy is necessary to get out the exact curve of the feeling or



thing you want to express ..." (‘Romanticism and classicism’, Speculations,
London, 1936, p. 138).

56. Review, written in 1835, of Tennyson’s Poems Chiefly Lyrical (1830)
and Poems (1833), in Early Essays, p. 242.

57. ‘Hamlet’, Selected Essays 1917-32 (London 1932), p. 145.

58. Early Essays, pp. 208-9. Cf. John Keble, Lectures on Poetry (1832-41),
trans. E. K. Francis (Oxford, 1912), i, 48-9: ‘Cicero is always the orator’
because ‘he always has in mind the theatre, the benches, the audience’;
whereas Plato is ‘more poetical than Homer himself’ because ‘he writes to
please himself, not to win over others’.

59. Preface to the Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth’s Literary Criticism, ed. N.
C. Smith (London, 1905), pp. 30, 15-16.

60. Letters, ed. Maurice Buxton Forman (3rd edn, New York, 1948), p. 131
(to Reynolds, 9 April 1818).

61. ‘Defence of Poetry’, Shelley’s Literary and Philosophical Criticism, ed.
John Shaw-cross (London, 1909), p. 129.

62. ‘Jean Paul Friedrich Richter’ (1827), Works, ed. H. D. Traill (London,
1905), xxvi, 20.

63. See Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroine in History, in Works, v, esp.
pp. 80-5, 108-12. Cf. Jones Very’s indignant denial of the inference that
because the general ear

takes delight in Shakespeare, ‘his motive was to please We degrade those
whom the

world has pronounced poets, when we assume any other cause of their song
than the divine and original action of the soul in humble obedience to the
Holy Spirit upon whom they call’ [‘Shakespeare’ (1838), Poems and
Essays, Boston and New York, 1886, pp. 45" 6 ]-



64. ‘Not every kind of pleasure should be required of a tragedy, but only its
own proper pleasure. The tragic pleasure is that of pity and fear ... (Poetics
14* 1453 )e

65. “The poetic principle’, Representative Selections, ed. Margaret Alterton
and Hardin Craig (New York, 1935), pp. 382.-3.

66. See John Crowe Ransom, The World’s Body (New York, 1938), esp. pp.
327 S., and ‘Criticism as pure speculation’, The Intent of the Critic, ed.
Donald Stauffer (Princeton,

9 <37/ ‘Moore’s Life of Lord Byron’, in Critical and Historical Essays
(Everyman’s Library; London, 1907), ii, 622-8.

Abrams Orientation of critical theories

68. Edinburgh Review, viii (1806), 459-60. On Jeffrey’s use of an elaborate
associationist aesthetics in order to justify the demand that an author or
artist have as his aim ‘to give as much [pleasure] and to as many persons as
possible’, and that he ‘fashion his productions according to the rules of taste
which may be deduced’ from an investigation of the most widespread
public preferences, see his Contributions to the Edinburgh Review (London,
1844). L 76-8, 128; iii, 53-4. For contemporary justifications, on
sociological and moral grounds, for instituting a petticoat government over
the republic of letters, see, e.g., John Bowring’s review of Tennyson's
Poems, in Westminster Review, xiv (1831),' 223; Lockhart’s Literary
Criticism, ed. M. C. Hildyard (Oxford, 1931), p. 66; Christopher North
(John Wilson), Works, ed. Ferrier (Edinburgh and London, 1857), ix, 194-5,
228.

W. B. Yeats

William Butler Yeats (1865-1939) was, in the opinion of many judges, the
greatest modem poet of the English language. He was born, the son of the
artist John Butler Yeats, in Dublin, but spent most of his childhood in
County Sligo in the West of Ireland, where his grandfather had been a rector
in the protestant Church of Ireland. After studying for a while in Dublin,
where he was exposed to the influence of the Irish nationalist movement



and the associated revival of interest in Irish folklore, Yeats migrated to
London. Here he formed many friendships with the poets and artists of the
Decadence, took a leading role in the founding of the Rhymers’ Club, and
dabbled enthusiastically in theosophy, magic, spiritualism, and other exotic
and esoteric traditions.

Yeats’s first volume of poems, The Wanderings of Oisiti and other poems
was published in 1889. In the following decade he began to write plays, and
his meeting with Lady Gregory and John Synge in 1896 led to the opening
of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin, dedicated to the encouragement of native
Irish drama. Meanwhile Yeats continued to publish books of verse which
showed an amazing capacity for technical development at the same time as
they reflected changes in his personal and public life: greater involvement
in politics and cultural affairs, the bitter experience of World War I and the
nationalist rising in Dublin of 1916, the subsequent Troubles’ and the
achievement of Irish independence, his marriage in 1917 and his
construction of an elaborate occult ‘System’ for interpreting history and
individual destiny, which provided a reservoir of symbolism for his mature
poetry.

In 1922 Yeats was made a Senator of the Irish Free State, and in the
following year he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. He died in
1939, and his Last Poems were published in the same year.

W. B. Yeats is chiefly celebrated as a poet and playwright— Collected
Poems (1950) and Collected Plays (1952) being the standard texts. But he
also wrote a great deal of prose, particularly in the early part of his career.
Most, though not all, of these prose writings have been collected in
Autobiographies (1955), Mythologies (1959), Essays and Introductions
(1961), and Explorations (1962). A useful selection of Yeats’s literary
criticism has been compiled by A. Norman Jeffares, Selected Criticism
(1964).

“The Symbolism of Poetry’ was first published in 1900 and collected in
Ideas of Good and Evil (1903). It shows very clearly how the Decadence
was, as far as England was concerned, a period of transition between
Victorian and modern ideas about art. Beneath the Shelleyan rhetoric, the



aesthete’s posturing, of Yeats’s prose, one may discern ideas which link
together
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the theory and practice of the English Romantics, the French Symbolists
(Mallaime, Veilaine, Rimbaud, etc.), the English poets of the 1890s and the
expeiiments of Pound and Eliot early in the twentieth century. Like Pound
and Eliot, Yeats was seeking to recover, or to create, a meaningful tradition
on which to base his vocation as a poet, and like them he saw this as, in one
essential respect, a critical enterprise.

CROSS references : 5. Ezra Pound

6. T. S. Eliot (Tradition and the Individual Talent’)

15. Maud Bodkin 20. Paul Valery 47. W. H. Auden
COMMENTARY : Richard Ellmann, Yeats, the Man and the Masks
(New York, 1948)

The symbolism of poetry

Symbolism, as seen in the writers of our day, would have no value if it were
not seen also, under one ‘disguise or another, in every great imaginative
writer, writes Mr Arthur Symons in The Symbolist Movement in Literature,
a a subtle book which I cannot praise as I would, because it has been
dedicated to me; and he goes on to show how many profound writers have
in the last few years sought for a philosophy of poetry in the doctrine of
symbolism, and how even in countries where it is almost scandalous to seek
for any philosophy of poetry, new writers are following them in their
search. We do not know what the writers of ancient times talked of among
themselves, and one bulH is all that remains of Shakespeare’s talk, who was
on the edge of modern times; and the journalist is convinced, it seems, that
they talked of wine and women and politics, but never about their art, or
never quite seriously about their art. He is certain that no one who had a



philosophy of his art, 01 a theory of how he should write, has ever made a
work of art, that

° Fi, rst Published in 1899, Arthur Symons's study of the French Symbolist
poets had considerable influence on many English poets besides Yeats.

i.,injhfse" seof ludicrous jest'. Yeats is probably alluding to the
anecdote recorded by John Manmngham in his journal, 13 March 1602:
‘Upon a time when Burbage played Richard III there was a citizen grew so
far in liking with him that before

“RicW {TF th a” P <m r she appointcc i him t0 come that night unto her by
name of Richard the Third . Shakespeare, overhearing their conclusion,
went before, was enter-

he" Third d w a as at fhTd A CamC ' Th f' messa S e bein S brou ght that
Richard

the Third was at the door, Shakespeare caused return to be made that
William the

Conqueror was before Richard the Third.'
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people have no imagination who do not write without forethought and
afterthought as he writes his own articles. He says this with enthusiasm,
because he has heard it at so many comfortable dinner-tables, where
someone had mentioned through carelessness, or foolish zeal, a book whose
difficulty had offended indolence, or a man who had not forgotten that
beauty is an accusation. Those formulas and generalizations, in which a
hidden sergeant has drilled the ideas of journalists and through them the
ideas of all but all the modern world, have created in their turn a
forgetfulness like that of soldiers in battle, so that journalists and their
readers have forgotten, among many like events, that Wagner spent seven
years arranging and explaining his ideas before he began his most
characteristic music; that opera, and with it modem music, arose from
certain talks at the house of one Giovanni Bardi a of Florence; and that the



Pleiade laid the foundations of modern French literature with a pamphlet.
Goethe has said, ‘a poet needs all philosophy, but he must keep it out of his
work', though that is not always necessary; and almost certainly no great
art, outside England, where journalists are more powerful and ideas less
plentiful than elsewhere, has arisen without a great criticism, for its herald
or its interpreter and protector, and it may be for this reason that great art,
now that vulgarity has armed itself and multiplied itself, is perhaps dead in
England.

All writers, all artists of any kind, in so far as they have had any
philosophical or critical power, perhaps just in so far as they have been
delicate artists at all, have had some philosophy, some criticism of their art;
and it has often been this philosophy, or this criticism, that has evoked their
most startling inspiration, calling into outer life some portion of the divine
life, or of the buried reality, which could alone extinguish in the emotions
what their philosophy or their criticism would extinguish in the intellect.
They had sought for no new thing it may be, but only to understand and to
copy the pure inspiration of early times, but because the divine life wars
upon our outer life, and must needs change its weapons and its movements
as we change ours, inspiration has come to them in beautiful startling
shapes. The scientific movement brought with it a literature which was
always tending to lose itself in externalities of all kinds, in opinion, in
declamation, in picturesque writing, in word-painting, or in what Mr
Symons has called an attempt To build in brick and mortar inside the covers
of a book’; and now writers have begun to dwell upon the element of
evocation, of suggestion, upon what we call the symbolism in great writers.

In ‘Symbolism in painting’, I tried to describe the element of symbolism
that

a The Conte del Vernio (1534 ?-i6i2), Italian aristocrat and scholar who has
been credited with the invention of opera.

b A group of French poets in the sixteenth century, of whom Pierre de
Ronsard and Joachim du Bellay were the most celebrated. The pamphlet
alluded to by Yeats was du Bellay’s Deffence et illustration dt la latigue
francoyse (1549).
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is in pictures and sculpture, and described a little the symbolism in poetry,
but did not describe at all the continuous indefinable symbolism which is
the substance of all style.

There are no lines with more melancholy beauty than these by Burns:

The white moon is setting behind the white wave, a And Time is setting
with me, O!

and these lines are perfectly symbolical. Take from them the whiteness of
the moon and of the wave, whose relation to the setting of Time is too
subtle for the intellect, and you take from them their beauty. But, when all
are together, moon and wave and whiteness and setting Time and the last
melancholy cry, they evoke an emotion which cannot be evoked by any
other arrangement of colours and sounds and forms. We may call this
metaphorical writing, but it is better to call it symbolical writing, because
metaphors are not profound enough to be moving, when they are not
symbols, and when they are symbols they are the most perfect of all,
because the most subtle, outside of pure sound, and through them one can
best find out what symbols are. If one begins the reverie with any beautiful
lines that one can remember, one finds they are like those by Burns. Begin
with this line by Blake:

The gay fishes on the wave when the moon sucks up the dew;
or these fines by Nash:

Brightness falls from the air,

Queens have died young and fair,

Dust hath closed Helen's eye;

or these fines by Shakespeare:

Timon hath made his everlasting mansion Upon the beached verge of the
salt flood;



Who once a day with his embossed froth The turbulent surge shall cover;

or take some fine that is quite simple, that gets its beauty from its place in a
story, and see how it flickers with the fight of the many symbols that have
given the story its beauty, as a sword-blade may flicker with the fight of
burning towers.

All sounds, all colours, all forms, either because of their preordained
energies or because of long association, evoke indefinable and yet precise
emotions, or, as I prefer to think, call down among us certain disembodied
powers, whose footsteps over our hearts we call emotions; and when sound,
and colour, and form are in a musical relation, a beautiful relation to one
another, they become, as it were, one sound, one colour, one form, and
evoke an emotion that is made out of their distinct evocations and yet is one
emotion. The same relation exists between all portions of every work of art,
whether it be an epic or a song, and the more perfect it is, and the more
various and numerous the elements that have flowed into its perfection, the
more powerful will be the

"Burns actually wrote: The wan moon is setting ayont the white wave.'
‘Ayont’ is a Scottish dialect word meaning ‘beyond’.
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emotion, the power, the god it calls among us. Because an emotion does not
exist, or does not become perceptible and active among us, till it has found
its expression, in colour or in sound or in form, or in all of these, and
because no two modulations or arrangements of these evoke the same
emotion, poets and painters and musicians, and in a less degree because
their effects are momentary, day and night and cloud and shadow, are
continually making and unmaking mankind. It is indeed only those things
which seem useless or very feeble that have any power, and all those things
that seem useful or strong, armies, moving wheels, modes of architecture,
modes of government, speculations of the reason, would have been a little
different if some mind long ago had not given itself to some emotion, as a
woman gives herself to her lover, and shaped sounds or colours or forms, or
all of these, into a musical relation, that their emotion might live in other
minds. A little lyric evokes an emotion, and this emotion gathers others



about it and melts into their being in the making of some great epic; and at
last, needing an always less delicate body, or symbol, as it grows more
powerful, it flows out, with all it has gathered, among the blind instincts of
daily life, where it moves a power within powers, as one sees ring within
ring in the stem of an old tree. This is maybe what Arthur O’Shaughnessy*
meant when he made his poets say they had built Nineveh with their
sighing; and I am certainly never sure, when I hear of some war, or of some
religious excitement, or of some new manufacture, or of anything else that
fills the ear of the world, that it has not all happened because of something
that a boy piped in Thessaly. I remember once telling a seeress to ask one
among the gods who, as she believed, were standing about her in their
symbolic bodies, what would come of a charming but seeming trivial labour
of a friend, and the form answering. The devastation of peoples and the
overwhelming of cities'. I doubt indeed if the crude circumstance of the
world, which seems to create all our emotions, does more than reflect, as in
multiplying mirrors, the emotions that have come to solitary men in
moments of poetical contemplation; or that love itself would be more than
an animal hunger but for the poet and his shadow the priest, for unless we
believe that outer things are the reality, we must believe that the gross is the
shadow of the subtle, that things are wise before they become foolish, and
secret before they cry out in the market-place. Solitary men in moments of
contemplation receive, as I think, the creative impulse from the lowest of
the Nine Hierarchies 6 , and so make and unmake mankind, and even the
world itself, for does not The eye altering alter all'?

Our towns are copied fragments from our breast;

And all man’s Batylons strive but to impart

The grandeurs of his Babylonian heart.

a Arthur O’Shaughnessy (1844-81), Irish poet and playwright.

b This seems to be an allusion to angels, who were traditionally divided into
three hierarchies, each containing three choirs, in the following order of
precedence: Seraphim, Cherubim and Thrones; Dominations, Virtues, and
Powers; Principalities, Archangels, and Angels. Of these only the last two
had an immediate mission to men.
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The purpose of rhythm, it has always seemed to me, is to prolong the
moment of contemplation, the moment when we are both asleep and awake,
which is the one moment of creation, by hushing us with an alluring
monotony, while it holds us waking by variety, to keep us in that state of
perhaps real trance, in which the mind liberated from the pressure of the
will is unfolded in symbols. If certain sensitive persons listen persistently to
the ticking of a watch, or gaze persistently on the monotonous flashing of a
light, they fall into the hypnotic trance; and rhythm is but the ticking of a
watch made softer, that one must needs listen, and various, that one may not
be swept beyond memory or grow weary of listening; while the patterns of
the artist are but the monotonous flash woven to take the eyes in a subtler
enchantment. I have heard in meditation voices that were forgotten the
moment they had spoken; and I have been swept, when in more profound
meditation, beyond all memory but of those things that came from beyond
the threshold of waking life. I was writing once at a very symbolical and
abstract poem, when my pen fell on the ground; and as I stooped to pick it
up, I remembered some fantastic adventure that yet did not seem fantastic,
and then another like adventure, and when I asked myself when these things
had happened, I found that I was remembering my dreams for many nights.
I tried to remember what I had done the day before, and then what I had
done that morning; but all my waking life had perished from me, and it was
only after a struggle that I came to remember it again, and as I did so that
more powerful and startling life perished in its turn. Had my pen not fallen
on the ground and so made me turn from the images that I was weaving into
verse, I would never have known that meditation had become trance, for I
would have been like one who does not know that he is passing through a
wood because his eyes are on the pathway. So I think that in the making and
in the understanding of a work of art, and the more easily if it is full of
patterns and symbols and music, we are lured to the threshold of sleep, and
it may be far beyond it, without knowing that we have ever set our feet
upon the steps of horn or of ivory.

1A%



Besides emotional symbols, symbols that evoke emotions alone—and in
this sense all alluring or hateful things are symbols, although their relations
with one another are too subtle to delight us fully, away from rhythm and
pattern there are intellectual symbols, symbols that evoke ideas alone, or
ideas mingled with emotions; and outside the very definite traditions of
mysticism and the less definite criticism of certain modern poets, these
alone are called symbols. Most things belong to one or another kind,
according to the way we speak of them and the companions we give them,
for symbols, associated with ideas that are more than fragments of the
shadows thrown upon the intellect
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by the emotions they evoke, are the playthings of the allegorist or the
pedant, and soon pass away. If I say ‘white' or ‘purple’ in an ordinary line
of poetry, they evoke emotions so exclusively that I cannot say why they
move me; but if I bring them into the same sentence with such obvious
intellectual symbols as a cross or a crown of thorns, I think of purity and
sovereignty. Furthermore, innumerable meanings, which are held to ‘white’
or to ‘purple’ by bonds of subtle suggestion, and alike in the emotions and
in the intellect, move visibly through my mind, and move invisibly beyond
the threshold of sleep, casting lights and shadows of an indefinable wisdom
on what had seemed before, it may be, but sterility and noisy violence. It is
the intellect that decides where the reader shall ponder over the procession
of the symbols, and if the symbols are merely emotional, he gazes from
amid the accidents and destinies of the world; but if the symbols are
intellectual too, he becomes himself a part of pure intellect, and he is
himself mingled with the procession. If I watch a rushy pool in the
moonlight, my emotion at its beauty is mixed with memories of the man
that I have seen ploughing by its margin, or of the lovers I saw there a night
ago; but if I look at the moon herself and remember any of her ancient
names and meanings, I move among divine people, and things that have
shaken off our mortality, the tower of ivory, the queen of waters, the shining
stag among enchanted woods, the white hare sitting upon the hilltop, the
fool of Faery with his shining cup full of dreams, and it may be ‘make a
friend of one of these images of wonder’, and ‘meet the Lord in the air’. So,
too, if one is moved by Shakespeare, who is content with emotional



symbols that he may come the nearer to our sympathy, one is mixed with
the whole spectacle of the world; while if one is moved by Dante, or by the
myth of Demeter a, one is mixed into the shadow of God or of a goddess.
So, too, one is furthest from symbols when one is busy doing this or that,
but the soul moves among symbols and unfolds in symbols when trance, or
madness, or deep meditation has withdrawn it from every impulse but its
own. ‘I then saw,” wrote Gerard de Nerval 6 of his madness, ‘vaguely
drifting into form, plastic images of antiquity, which outlined themselves,
became definite, and seemed to represent symbols of which I only seized
the idea with difficulty.” In an earlier time he would have been of that
multitude whose souls austerity withdrew, even more perfectly than
madness could withdraw his soul, from hope and memory, from desire and
regret, that they might reveal those processions of symbols that men bow to
before altars, and woo with incense and offerings. But being of our time, he
has been like Maeterlinck?, like Villiers de I’Isle-Adam/ in Axel, like all
who are preoccupied with intel-

a Demeter: Greek goddess of the fruits of the earth (known as Ceres to the
Romans), mother of Persephone (Proserpine), who was carried off by
Aidoneus (Pluto) to the Underworld, but was subsequently allowed to
return to earth for six months in each year.

b Gerard de Nerval, pseudonym of Gerard Labrunie (1808-55), was a
French Romantic writer who took his own life.

¢ Maurice Maeterlinck (1862-1949), Belgian dramatist.

d Auguste, Comte de Villiers de PIsle Adam (1838-89) was one of the
earliest figures in the French Symbolist movement. His Axel, published in
1890, has been called ‘the “Faust” of the later nineteenth century’. It is
vividly described and discussed in Edmund Wilson’s Axel’s Castle (1931).
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lectual symbols in our time, a foreshadower of the new sacred book, of
which all the arts, as somebody has said, are beginning to dream. How can
the arts overcome the slow dying of men’s hearts that we call the progress



of the world, and lay their hands upon men’s heartstrings again, without
becoming the garment of religion as in old times?

v

If people were to accept the theory that poetry moves us because of its
symbolism, what change should one look for in the manner of our poetry?
A return to the way of our fathers, a casting out of descriptions of nature for
the sake of nature, of the moral law for the sake of the moral law, a casting
out of all anecdotes and of that brooding over scientific opinion that so
often extinguished the central flame in Tennyson, and of that vehemence
that would make us do or not do certain things; or, in other words, we
should come to understand that the beryl stone was enchanted by our
fathers that it might unfold the pictures in its heart, and not to mirror our
own excited faces, or the boughs waving outside the window. With this
change of substance, this return to imagination, this understanding that the
laws of art, which are the hidden laws of the world, can alone bind the
imagination, would come a change of style, and we would cast out of
serious poetry those energetic rhythms, as of a man running, which are the
invention of the will with its eyes always on something to be done or
undone; and we would seek out those wavering, meditative, organic
rhythms, which are the embodiment of the imagination, that neither desires
nor hates, because it has done with time, and only wishes to gaze upon
some reality, some beauty; nor would it be any longer possible for anybody
to deny the importance of form, in all its kinds, for although you can
expound an opinion, or describe a thing, when your words are not quite well
chosen, you cannot give a body to something that moves beyond the senses,
unless your words are as subtle, as complex, as full of mysterious life, as
the body of a flower or of a woman. The form of sincere poetry, unlike the
form of the ‘popular poetry’, may indeed be sometimes obscure, or
ungrammatical as in some of the best of the Songs of Innocence and
Experience, but it must have the perfections that escape analysis, the
subtleties that have a new meaning every day, and it must have all this
whether it be but a little song made out of a moment of dreamy indolence,
or some great epic made out of the dreams of one poet and of a hundred
generations whose hands were never weary of the sword.



Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) was one of the seminal minds of the modem
era, whose influence has extended far beyond the boundaries of
psychoanalysis, of which he is the recognized founder. In a long series of
publications, based partly on his clinical experience of treating neurotic
patients, Freud developed a theory of and descriptive terminology for the
workings of the human mind which has permeated the whole of modern
culture in the West. Perhaps the most significant emphasis in his work was
the idea that most human mental activity is unconscious, and that the
primary source of psychic energy, libido, is sexual. Freud divided the
human mind schematically into three zones, the Id (or unconscious), the
Ego (conscious personality), and Super-ego (conscience), and explained
dreams and neurotic symptoms as the result of drives rising from the Id,
being repressed by the Ego and Super-ego, and finding expression in
‘displaced' forms.

In the essay of 1908 reprinted here, Freud applies this model to the creative
writing in a way that is not altogether flattering to the literary imagination;
and he and his followers have often been accused of a demeaning, reductive
attitude to art. Yet Freud was deeply interested in literature, and the theory
of human behaviour for which he is most famous (or notorious)—the
‘Oedipus complex'—is significantly named after a Greek myth. ‘The poets
and philosophers before me discovered the unconscious/ he said. ‘What I
discovered was the scientific method by which the unconscious can be
studied.' There is the further paradox that the ‘scientific' validity of Freud's
method has been seriously questioned, and that his thought has been kept
alive and developed by literary rather than by scientific intellectuals. For a
subtle and understanding discussion of this complex topic, the reader is
directed to Lionel Trilling’s essay in this volume.

cross references: 14. C. G. Jung
21. D. W. Harding
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38. Norman O. Brown
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We laymen have always been intensely curious to know—Iike the Cardinal
who put a similar question to Ariosto 1 —from what sources that strange
being, the creative writer, draws his material, and how he manages to make
such an impression on us with it and to arouse in us emotions of which,
perhaps, we had not even thought ourselves capable. Our interest is only
heightened the more by the fact that, if we ask him, the writer himself gives
us no explanation, or none that is satisfactory; and it is not at all weakened
by our knowledge that not even the clearest insight into the determinants of
his choice of material and into the nature of the art of creating imaginative
form will ever help to make creative writers of us.

If we could at least discover in ourselves or in people like ourselves an
activity which was in some way akin to creative writing! An examination of
it would then give us a hope of obtaining the beginnings of an explanation
of the creative work of writers. And, indeed, there is some prospect of this
being possible. After all, creative writers themselves like to lessen the
distance between their kind and the common run of humanity; they so often
assure us that every man is a poet at heart and that the last poet will not
perish till the last man does.

Should we not look for the first traces of imaginative activity as early as in
chij dhood ? The child’s best-loved and most intense occupation is with his
play or games. Might we n o t say that e very child at play be haves like a
creative writer, in that he creates a world of his own, or, rather, rearranges
the things of his world in a new way which plea ses him? It would be wrong
to think he does not take that world seriously; on the contrary, he takes his
play very seriously and he expends large amounts of emotion on it. T he op



posite of play is not what is serious but what is real. In spite of all the
emotion with which he cathects his world of play, the child distinguishes it
quite well from reality; and hejikes to link his imagined objects and
situations to the tangible and visible things of the ical .world. This linking is
all that differentiates, the child’s ‘play’ from ‘fantasying'.

Yhe creative writer does the same as the child at play. He creates a world of
fantasy which he takes very seriously—that is, w hich he invests with 1 arge
amounts of emotion—while separating it sharply from reali ty. Language
has preserved this relationship between children’s play and poetic creation.
It gives (in German) the name of ‘Spiel’ (‘play’) to those forms of
imaginative writing which require to be linked to tangible objects and
which are capable of representation. It speaks of a  Lustspiel ' or *
Trauerspiel ' (‘comedy’ or ‘tragedy': literally, ‘pleasure play’ or ‘mourning
play’) and describes those who carry out the representation as ‘ Schauspidcr
' (‘players': literally ‘show-players’). The un-
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reality of the writer’s imaginative world, however, has very important
consequences for the technique of his art; for many things which, if they
were real, could give no enjoyment, can do so in the play of fantasy, and
many excitements which, in themselves, are actually distressing, can
become a source of pleasure for the hearers and spectators at the
performance of a writer’s work.

There is another consideration for the sake of which we will dwell a
moment longer on this contrast between reality and play. When the child
has grown up and has ceased to play, and after he has been labouring for
decades to envisage the realities of life with proper seriousness, he may one
day find himself in a mental situation which once_jnQm-Uftdae&-" b
etween play and reality . As an adult he can look back on the intense
seriousness with which he once carried on his games in childhood; and, by
equating his ostensibly serious occupations of today with his childhood
games, he can throw off the too heavy burden imposed on him by life and
win the high yield of pleasure afforded by humour . 2



As people grow up, then, they cease to play, and they seem to give up the
yield of pleasure which they gained from playing. But whoever understands
the human mind knows that ha rdly anything is harder for a man than, to gi
ve up a pleasure which he has once experi enced. Actually, we can never
give anything up; w e janlv exchange one thing for another. Wh at appears
to b e a ren unciation is really the formation of a substitute or surrog ate. In
the same way, the growing child, when he stops playing, gives up nothing
but the link with real objects; i nstead of playi ng, he now fan tasies. He
builds castles in the air and creates what are called d uv-dream s. I believe
that most people construct fantasies at times in their lives. This is a fact
which has long been overlooked and whose importance has therefore not
been sufficiently appreciated.

People’s fantasies are less easy to observe than the play of children. The
child, it is true, plays by himself or forms a closed psychical system with
other children for the purposes of a game; but even though he may not play
his game in front of the grown-ups, he does not, on the other hand, conceal
it from them. The adult, on the c o ntrary, is ashamed of his fantasies and
hides them fro m other peop le. He cherishes his fantasies as his most
intimate possessions, and as a rule he-AKQuld.rath£rAiffessffiis-
iiusdfeds__thaii tdljinyQ.ne.Jus / fa ntas ies. It may come about that for
that reason he believes he is the only person who invents such fantasies and
has no idea that creations of this kind are widespread among other people.
This difference in the behaviour of a person who plays and a person who
fantasies is accounted for by the motives of these two activities, which are
nevertheless adjuncts to each other.

A child’s play is determined by wishes: in point of fact by a single wish—
one that helps in his upbringing—the wish to be big and grown up. He is
always playing at being ‘grown up’, and in his games he imitates what he
knows about the lives of his elders. He has no reason to conceal this wish.
With the adult, the case is different. On the one hand, he knows that he is
expected not to go on playing or fantasying any longer, but to act in the real
world; on the other hand, some of the wishes which give rise to his fantasies
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aic of a kind which it is essential to conceal. Thus he is ashamed of his
fantasies as being childish and as being unpermissible.

But, you will ask, if people make such a mystery of their fantasying, how is
it that we know such a lot about it? Well, there is a class of human beings
upon whom, not a god, indeed, but a stern goddess—Necessity—has
allotted the task of telling what they suffer and what things give them
happiness. These are the vitAims/fjierYon” who are obliged to tell their
fantasies,

among other things, to the doctor by whom they expect to be cured by
mental treatment. This is our best source of knowledge, and we have since
found good reason to suppose that our patients tell us nothing that we might
not also hear from healthy people.

Let us make ourselves acquainted with a few of the characteristics of
fantasying. We may lay it down that a happy person never fantasies, only an
unsatisfied one. The motive forces of fantasies <ire unsatisfiedAwishes, and
every single fantasy is the fulfilment of a wish, a correctio n of unsatisfying
reality. These motivating wishes vary according to the sex, character, and
circumstances of the person who is having the fantasy; but they fall
naturally into two main groups. They are either ambitious wishes, which
serve to elevate the subject’s personality; or they are erotic ones. In young
women the erotic wishes predominate almost exclusively, for their ambition
is as a rule absorbed by erotic trends. In young men egoistic and ambitious
wishes come to the fore clearly enough alongside of erotic ones. But we
will not lay stress on the opposition between the two trends; we would
rather emphasize the fact that they are often united. Just as, in many altar-
pieces, the portrait of the donor is to be seen in a corner of the picture, so, in
the majority of ambitious fantasies, we can discover in some corner or other
the lady for whom the creator of the fantasy performs all his heroic deeds
and at whose feet all his triumphs are laid. Here, as you see, there are strong
enough motives for concealment; the well-brought-up young woman is only
allowed a minimum of erotic desire, and the young man has to learn to
suppress the excess of self-regard which he brings with him from the spoilt



days of his childhood, so that he may find his place in a society which is
full of other individuals making equally strong demands.



We must not suppose that the products of this imaginative activity—the
various fantasies, castles in the air and day-dreams—are stereotyped or
unalterable. On the contrary, they fit themselves in to the subject’s shifting
impressions of life, change with every change in his situation, and receive
from every fresh active impression what might be called a ‘datemark’. T hp
rel a H on of a fa ntas y to time is in general very important. We may say
that jit hovers, as it were, between three times—the three moments of time
which our ideation involves. Mental work is linked to some current
impression, some provoking occasion in the present which has been able to
arouse one of the subject’s major wishes. From there it harks back to a
memory of an earlier experience (usually an infantile one) in which this
wish was fulfilled; and it now creates a situation relating to the future which
represents a fulfilment of the wish. What it thus creates is a day-dream or
fantasy, which carries about it traces
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of its origin from the occasion which provoked it and from the memory.
Thus past, Apresent, and future are strung together, as it were, on the thread
of the wi sh that runs th roug h them .

ATvery ordinary example may serve to make what I have said clear. Let us
take the case of a poor orphan boy to whom you have given the address of
some employer where he may perhaps find a job. On his way there he may
indulge in a day-dream appropriate to the situation from which it arises. The
content of his fantasy will perhaps be something like this. He is given a job,
finds favour with his new employer, makes himself indispensable in the
business, is taken into his employer's family, marries the charming young
daughter of the house, and then himself becomes a director of the business,
first as his employer's partner and then as his successor. In this _fant_asy, t
he dream er has re gained what he possessed in his happy childhood—the
protecting house, the loving parents, and the first objects of his affectionate
feelings. You will see from this example the way in which the wish makes
use of an occasion in the present to construct, on the pattern of the past, a
picture of the future.



There is a great deal more that could be said about fantasies; but I will only
allude as briefly as possible to certain points. I f fantasies become overluxur
iant and_oyerp owerfnl, the conditions arr laid for anonselL.oi neurosis” or
psychosis. Fantasies, moreover, are the immediate mental precursors of the
distressing symptoms complained of by our patients. Here a broad bypath
branches off into pathology.

I cannot pass over the relation of fantasies to dreams. Our dreams at night
are nothin/else/ than f antasies like these, as we can demonstrate from the
interpretation of dreams. Language, in its unrivalled wisdom, long ago
decided the question of the essential nature of dreams by giving the name of
‘daydreams' to the airy creations of fantasy. If the meaning of our dreams
usually remains obscure to us in spite of this pointer, it is because of the
circumstance that at night there also arise in us wishes of which we are
ashamed; these we must conceal from ourselves, and they have
consequently been repressed, pushed into the unconscious. Repressed
wishes of this sort and their derivatives are only allowed to come to
expression in a very distorted form. When scientific work had succeeded in
elucidating this factor of dream-distortion, it was no longer difficult to
recognize that night-dreams are wish-fulfilments in just the same way as
day-dreams—the fantasies which we all know so well.

So much for fantasies. And now for the creative writer. May we really
attempt to compare the imaginative writer with the ‘dreamer in broad
daylight’, and his creations with day-dreams? Here we must begin by
making an initial distinction. We must separate writers who, like the ancient
authors of epics and tragedies, take over their material ready-made, from
writers who seem to originate their own material. We will keep to the latter
kind, and, for the purposes of our comparison, we will choose not the
writers most highly esteemed by the critics, but the less pretentious authors
of novels, romances, and short stories, who nevertheless have the widest
and most eager circle of readers of both sexes. One feature above all cannot
fail to strike us about the
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creations of these story-writers: each of the m has a hero who is t he c entre
of mterestt for whom the writer tries to win our sympathy by every p oss



ible me ans a nd whom he seems to place under the protection of a special
Provid-enceTn, at the end of one chapter of my story, I leave the hero
unconscious and bleeding from severe wounds, I am sure to find him at the
beginning of the next being carefully nursed and on the way to recovery;
and if the first volume closes with the ship he is in going down in a storm at
sea, | am certain, at the opening of the second volume, to read of his
miraculous rescue—a rescue without which the story could not proceed.
The feeling of security with which I follow the hero through his perilous
adventures is the same as the feeling with which a hero in real life throws
himself into the water to save a drowning man or exposes himself to the
enemy’s fire in order to storm a battery. It is the true heroic feeling, which
one of our best writers has expressed in an inimitable phrase: ' Nothing can
happen-ta-aui!’ It seems to me, however, that through this revealing
characteristic of invulnerability we can immediately recognize His Majesty
thegjgo, the hero alike of every da y-dream an d every stor y.

Other typical features of these r effocentric stor ied point to the same
kinship. The fact that all the women in the newel invariably fall in love with
the hero c an hardly be looked on a s/ f portraval of reaTTF y) but it is
easily understood as a necessary constituent of a day-dream. The same is
true of the fact that the other characters in the story are sharply divided into
good and bad, in defiance of the variety of human characters that are to be
observed in real life. The ‘good’ ones are the helpers, while the ‘bad’ ones
are the enemies and rivals, of the ego-whjiTLJiaJiecQ me the her o of the
story.

We are perfectly aware that very many imaginative writings are far
removed from the model of the naive day-dream; and yet I cannot suppress
the suspicion that even the most extreme deviations from that model could
be linked with it through an uninterrupted series of transitional cases. It has
struck m o that in manyLofA what are known a s ‘ p sychological’ novels
onl y one person— once ag/\in the hero—is described from within. The
author sits inside.his mind,.as

it were,_a nd looks at the other ch aracters- from etrtside. The psychological
novel in general no doubt owes its special nature to the inclination of the
miodern writer to split up his ego, by self-observation, into many part-egos,



A Aand, in consequence, to personify the conflicting currents of his own
mental // / life in several heroes. Certain novels, which might be described
as ‘eccentric’, seem to stand in quite special contrast to the types of the day-
dream. JuThese, C/he persp_n_who is iiitrodiiced axidinhero pl ays only a
very sm all active part; he ( sees the actions an d sufferings of other p eople
pa ss before him like a sp ectator. Many of Zola’s later works belong to this
category. But I must point out that the psychological analysis of individuals
who are not creative writers, and who diverge in some respects from the so-
called norm, has shown us analogous variations of the day-dream, ul which
the ego contents itself with the role of

Sp ectato r.

If our comparison of the imaginative writer with the day-dreamer, and of
poetical creation with the day-dream, is to be of any value, it must, above
all,
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show itself in some way or other fruitful. Let us, for instance, try to apply to
these authors’ works the thesis we laid down earlier concerning the relation
between fantasy and the three periods of time and the wish which runs
through them; and, with its help, let us try t o stu dy the connections that
exist between th e.Jife.ijf_ lhe_ writer and ins works. No one has known, as
a rule, what expectations to frame in approaching this problem; and often
the connection has been thought of in much too simple terms. Tn _thp light
ofjhe ins ight we have gained/from,, fantasies, we ou ght_to expect the
following state., of affairs. A strong experien ce i n the present awaken s in
the crea tive writer a memory of an/ e a rlier expe rience-fusu ally
belonging to his childhoodi from which the re now proceedsA-Wis h which
finds itx f ulfilmen tJn the/ creativ e work v TheAwork A itseli_Axhibits
jdements oi the recent provoki ng occasion as w ell as of the old memory.

Do not be alarmed at the complexity of this formula. I suspect that in fact it
will prove to be toAMxiguous a pattern. Nevertheless, it may contain a first
approach to the true state of affairs; and, from some experiments I have
made,



I am inclined to think that this way of looking at creative writings may turn
out not unfruitful. You will not forget that the stress it lays on childhood
memories in the writer’s life—a stress which may perhaps seem puzzling—
is ultimately derived from the assumption that a piece of creative writing,
like a day-dream., is a continuation of, and a substitute for, what was once
the play of childhood.

We must not neglect, however, to go back to the kind of imaginative works
which we have to recognize, not as original creations, but as the
refashioning of ready-made and familiar material. Even here, the writer
keeps a certain amount of independence, which can express itself in the
choice of material and in changes in it which are often quite extensive. In so
far as the material is already at hand, however, it is derived from the
popular treasure-house of myths, legends, and fairy tales. The study of
constructions of folk psychology such as these is far from being complete,
but it is extremely probable that myths, for instance, are distorted vestiges
of the wishful fantasies of whole nations, the secular dreams of youthful
humanity.

You will say that, although I have put the creative writer first in the title of
my paper, I have told you far less about him than about fantasies. I am
aware of that, and I must try to excuse it by pointing to the present state of
our knowledge. All I have been able to do is to throw out some
encouragements and suggestions which, startin g from t he study of
fantasiexJead-cui.tcutheprob-1 emAjif,thf_writerVchoice of his literary
mater ial. As for the other problem— by what means the creative writer
achieves the emotional effects in us that are aroused by his creations—we
have as yet not touched on it at all. But I should like at least to point out to
you the path that leads from our discussion of fantasies to the problems of
poetical effects.

You will remember how I have said that the day-dreamer carefully conceals
his fantasies from other people because he feels he has reasons for being
ashamed of them. I should now add t fiat pypn if he were to rommnnj
ratgJ;hem to_usJhe- c ould give-us_np pleasure.-hy.iiis disclosures. Such
fantasies, when we
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leain them, repel us or at least leave us cold. Bui when a creative wri ter
presents his plays to us or tells us what we are inclined to take to be his
personal day-dreams, we/\experience a great pleasure, and one which
probably arises from the confluence of many sourcesr'How the writer
accomplishes this is his innermost secret; the essential ars poetica lies in the
technique of overcoming the feeling of repulsion in us which is
undoubtedly connected with the barriers that rise between each single ego
and the others. We can guess two of the methods used by this technique. Th
e.writer softe ns th e character oLhis egoistic day dreams by altering and
disguising it, and he.bribes us by the purely formal —that~is*
aestheiic=yield of pleasure jwhich he-offersuis in the presentation of 1\is
fantasies. We give the name of an incentive bonus, or a forepieasure, to a
yield of pleasure such as this, which is offered to us so as to make possible
the release of still greater pleasure arising from deeper psychical sources. In
my opinion, all the aesthetic pleasure which a creative writer affords us has
the character of a forepieasure of this kind, audonr actual enjoyment of an
imagin- , a tiv_e_ work, proceeds froim a .liberation ..of tensions iruour
minds. It may even be that not a little of this effect is duejQjhe writer’s
enabling us thenceforward to enjoy our own ffay-dreams without self-
reproach or shame. This brings us <tjf to the threshold of new, interesting,
and complicated inquiries; but also, at least for the moment, to the end of
our discussion.

Notes

1. Cardinal Ippolito d’Este was Ariosto’s first patron, to whom he dedicated
the Orlando Furioso. The poet’s only reward was the question: ‘“Where did
you find so many stories, Lodovico?’

2. See [Freud’s]Wit and Its Relation to the Unconscious, vii, 7.
#

Henry James (1843-1916) was bom in New York, but much of his early life
was spent in the major cities of Europe. He finally settled in England in

1875, making his home first in London and later at Rye, Kent. He became a
naturalized British citizen in 1915. James had a long and prolific career as a
novelist and short-story writer, extending from ‘Watch and Ward’ (1871) to



the unfinished Ivory To-wer (1917). His early novels, like R oderick
Hudson (1875) and Portrait of a Lady (1881), were characteristically
concerned with the interaction of American and European characters and
cultures, and he returned to this theme in the three major novels of his later
life, The Wings of the Dove (1902), The Ambassadors (1903), and The
Golden Bowl (1904).

More than any other single writer, James may be said to have presided over
the transformation of the Victorian novel into the modern novel, and at the
same time to have laid the foundations of modern criticism of the novel.
The two enterprises were necessarily related for James, who fervently
believed that ‘Art lives upon discussion, upon experiment, upon curiosity,
upon variety of attempt, upon the exchange of views and the comparison of
standpoints’. The quotation is from his famous essay ‘The Art of Fiction’
(1884), in which he analysed the aesthetic and moral implications of his
subject with a subtlety and eloquence unprecedented in English letters.

Between 1907 and 1909, Charles Scribner’s Sons reissued most of James’s
fiction in a uniform edition, generally known as the New York edition, for
which James not only revised the texts but wrote a series of Prefaces in
which he discussed the genesis and composition of the novels and stories
and expounded an aesthetic of the novel based on his own practice. These
prefaces have been collected together by R. P. Blackmur under the title The
Art of the Novel (New York, 1934), and constitute one of the classics of
modern criticism. Some of James’s occasional essays and reviews on other
novelists are collected in The House of Fiction (1957) edited by Leon Edel.

James is represented here by his Preface to The Ambassadors, which he
considered ‘quite the best, “all round”, of all my productions’. This is the
story of Lambert Strether, a middle-aged American bachelor who is sent to
Europe by Mrs Newsome, a wealthy widow to whom Strether is engaged.

His mission is to bring home Mrs Newsome’s son, Chad, who is neglecting
the family business and reportedly having a sordid affair with a French
woman. Strether, however, finds Chad much improved, and when he finally
identifies the woman as the charming and gracious Madame de Vionnet, he
cannot believe that there is anything evil—or even carnal—in the liaison.
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Thus, all the assumptions and values Strether had brought with him from
America are overturned, and he becomes convinced that Chad should stay
in Paris, not to lose the chance—as Strether feels he himself lost it—to
‘live’. In due course, the sublimity of Chad’s relationship with Mme de
Vionnet proves to be an illusion—a discovery which qualifies, but does not
entirely erase, Strether’s moral revolution. In the first part of the Preface,
James describes the ‘germ’ or original inspiration for the novel: an anecdote
about a man of distinction’ (actually William Dean Howells, a friend of
James’s) who in a Paris garden delivered a poignant and rueful exhortation
to a younger companion to ‘Live all you can’.

One of James’s principal contributions to criticism of the novel was to make
writers and critics fully conscious of the significance of narrative method—
of the ‘point of view’ from which the story is told. The Ambassadors
exemplifies the method James himself usually preferred and perfected—the
rendering of experience through the consciousness of a created character,
maintaining the control and flexibility of third-person narration, but
observing the limitations of ordinary human perception, so that we share the
character’s doubts and confusions. James’s comments on this aspect of his
novel the refinements and ecstasies of method’—are particularly
fascinating. His precept and practice were subsequently used as the basis
for a more systematic theory of the novel by his friend, Percy Lubbock, in
The Craft of Fiction (1921).

cross REFERENCES : 7. Virginia Woolf
11. E. M. Forster 39. Ian Watt
COMMENTARY : R. P. Blackmur:

Intioduction to The Art of the Novel: Critical Prefaces by Henry James
(New York, 1934)



F. O. Matthiesen, ‘The Ambassadors’ in Henry James: the major phase
(New York, 1944)

Preface to The Ambassadors

Nothing is more easy than to state the subject of The Ambassadors , which
first appeared in twelve numbers of The North American Review (1903)
and was published as a whole the same year. The situation involved is
gathered up betimes, that is in the second chapter of Book Fifth, for the
reader’s benefit, into as few words as possible-planted or ‘sunk’, stiffly and
saliently, in the centre of the current, almost perhaps to the obstruction of
traffic. Never can a composition of this sort have sprung straightcr from a
dropped grain of suggestion, and never can that grain, developed,
overgrown and smothered, have yet lurked

James Preface to The Ambassadors

more in the mass as an independent particle. The whole case, in fine, is in
Lambert Strether’s irrepressible outbreak to little Bilham on the Sunday
afternoon in Gloriani’s garden, the candour with which he yields, for his
young friend’s enlightenment, to the charming admonition of that crisis.
The idea of the tale resides indeed in the very fact that an hour of such
unprecedented ease should have been felt by him as a crisis, and he is at
pains to express it for us as neatly as we could desire. The remarks to which
he thus gives utterance contain the essence of The Ambassadors, his fingers
close, before he has done, round the stem of the full-blown flower; which,
after that fashion, he continues officiously to present to us. ‘Live all you
can; it’s a mistake not to. It doesn’t so much matter what you do in
particular so long as you have your life. If you haven’t had that what have
you had? I’m too old—too old at any rate for what I see. What one loses
one loses; make no mistake about that. Still, we have the illusion of
freedom; therefore don’t, like me today, be without the memory of that
illusion. I was either, at the right time, too stupid or too intelligent to have
it, and now I’m a case of reaction against the mistake. Do what you like so
long as you don’t make it. For it was a mistake. Live, live!” Such is the gist
of Strether’s appeal to the impressed youth, whom he likes and whom he
desires to befriend; the word ‘mistake’ occurs several times, it will be seen,
in the course of his remarks—which gives the measure of the signal



warning he feels attached to his case. He has accordingly missed too much,
though perhaps after all constitutionally qualified for a better part, and he
wakes up to it in conditions that press the spring of a terrible question.
Would there yet perhaps be time for reparation?—reparation, that is, for the
injury done his character; for the affront, he is quite ready to say, so stupidly
put upon it and in which he has even himself had so clumsy a hand? The
answer to which is that he now at all events sees; so that the business of my
tale and the march of my action, not to say the precious moral of
everything, is just my demonstration of this process of vision.

Nothing can exceed the closeness with which the whole fits again into its
germ. That had been given me bodily, as usual, by the spoken word, for I
was to take the image over exactly as I happened to have met it. A friend
had repeated to me, with great appreciation, a thing or two said to him by a
man of distinction, much his senior, and to which a sense akin to that of
Strether’s melancholy eloquence might be imputed—said as chance would
have, and so easily might, in Paris, and in a charming old garden attached to
a house of art, and on a Sunday afternoon of summer, many persons of great
interest being present. The observation there listened to and gathered up had
contained part of the ‘note’ that I was to recognize on the spot as to my
purpose—had contained in fact the greater part; the rest was in the place
and the time and the scene they sketched: these constituents clustered and
combined to give me further support, to give me what I may call the note
absolute. There it stands, accordingly, full in the tideway; driven in, with
hard taps, like some strong stake for the noose of a cable, the swirl of the
current round about it. What amplified the hint to more than the bulk of
hints in general was the gift with it of the old Paris garden, for in that token
were sealed up values infinitely
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precious. There was of course the seal to break and each item of the packet
to count over and handle and estimate; but somehow, in the light of the hint,
all the elements of a situation of the sort most to my taste were there. I
could even remember no occasion on which, so confronted, I had found it
of a livelier interest to take stock, in this fashion, of suggested wealth. For I
think, verily, that there are degrees of merit in subjects—in spite of the fact



that to treat even one of the most ambiguous with due decency we must for
the time, for the feverish and prejudiced hour, at least figure its merit and its
dignity as possibly absolute. What it comes to, doubtless, is that even
among the supremely good— since with such alone is it one's theory of
one's honour to be concerned—there is an ideal beauty of goodness the
invoked action of which is to raise the artistic faith to its maximum. Then
truly, I hold, one’s theme may be said to shine, and that of The
Ambassadors, I confess, wore this glow for me from beginning to end.
Fortunately thus I am able to estimate this as, frankly, quite the best, ‘all
round’, of all my productions; any failure of that justification would have
made such an extreme of complacency publicly fatuous.

I recall then in this connection no moment of subjective intermittence,
never one of those alarms as for a suspected hollow beneath one’s feet, a
felt ingratitude in the scheme adopted, under which confidence fails and
opportunity seems but to mock. If the motive of The Wings of the Dove, as
I have noted, was to worry me at moments by a sealing-up of its face—
though without prejudice to its again, of a sudden, fairly grimacing with
expression—so in this other business I had absolute conviction and constant
clearness to deal with; it had been a frank proposition, the whole bunch of
data, installed on my premises like a monotony of fine weather. (The order
of composition, in these things, I may mention, was reversed by the order of
publication; the earlier written of the two books having appeared as the
later.) Even under the weight of my hero’s years I could feel my postulate
firm; even under the strain of the difference between those of Madame de
Vionnet and those of Chad Newsome, a difference liable to be denounced as
shocking, I could still feel it serene. Nothing resisted, nothing betrayed, I
seem to make out, in this full and sound sense of the matter; it shed from
any side I could turn it to the same golden glow. I rejoiced in the promise of
a hero so mature, who would give me thereby the more to bite into— since
it’s only into thickened motive and accumulated character, I think, that the
painter of life bites more than a little. My poor friend should have
accumulated character, certainly; or rather would be quite naturally and
handsomely possessed of it, in the sense that he would have, and would
always have felt he had, imagination galore, and that this yet wouldn’t have
wrecked him. It was immeasurable, the opportunity to ‘do’ a man of
imagination, for if there mightn’t be a chance to ‘bite’, where in the world



might it be? This personage of course, so enriched, wouldn’t give me, for
his type, imagination in predominance or as his prime faculty, nor should I,
in view of other matters, have found that convenient. So particular a luxury
—some occasion, that is, for study of the high gift in supreme command of
a case or of a career—would still doubtless come on the day I should be
ready to pay for it; and till then might, as from far back, remain hung up
well in view and just out of reach. The comparative

James Preface to The Ambassadors

case meanwhile would serve—it was only on the minor scale that I had
treated myself even to comparative cases.

I was to hasten to add however that, happy stopgaps as the minor scale had
thus yielded, the instance in hand should enjoy the advantage of the full
range of the major; since most immediately to the point was the question of
that supplement of situation logically involved in our gentleman’s impulse
to deliver himself in the Paris garden on the Sunday afternoon—or if not
involved by strict logic then all ideally and enchantingly implied in it. (I say
‘ideally’, because I need scarce mention that for development, for
expression of its maximum, my glimmering story was, at the earliest stage,
to have nipped the thread of connection with the possibilities of the actual
reported speaker. He remains but the happiest of accidents; his actualities,
all too definite, precluded any range of possibilities; it had only been his
charming office to project upon that wide field of the artist’s vision—which
hangs there ever in place like the white sheet suspended for the figures of a
child’s magic-lantern—a more fantastic and more movable shadow.) No
privilege of the teller of tales and the handler of puppets is more delightful,
or has more of the suspense and the thrill of a game of difficulty
breathlessly played, than just this business of looking for the unseen and the
occult, in a scheme half-grasped, by the light or, so to speak, by the clinging
scent, of the gage already in hand. No dreadful old pursuit of the hidden
slave with bloodhounds and the rag of association can ever, for
‘excitement’, I judge, have bettered it at its best. For the dramatist* always,
by the very law of his genius, believes not only in a possible right issue
from the rightly-conceived tight place; he does much more than this—he
believes, irresistibly, in the necessary, the precious ‘tightness’ of the place



(whatever the issue) on the strength of any respectable hint. It being thus
the respectable hint that I had with such avidity picked up, what would be
the story to which it would most inevitably form the centre? It is part of the
charm attendant on such questions that the ‘story’, with the omens true, as I
say, puts on from this stage the authenticity of concrete existence. It then is,
essentially—it begins to be, though it may more or less obscurely lurk; so
that the point is not in the least what to make of it, but only, very
delightfully and very damnably, where to put one’s hand on it.

In which truth resides surely much of the interest of that admirable mixture
for salutary application which we know as art. Art deals with what we see,
it must first contribute full-handed that ingredient; it plucks its material,
otherwise expressed, in the garden of life—which material elsewhere grown
is stale and uneatable. But it has no sooner done this than it has to take
account of a process —from which only when it’s the basest of the servants
of man, incurring ignominious dismissal with no ‘character’, does it, and
whether under some muddled pretext of morality or on any other,
pusillanimously edge away. The process, that of the expression, the literal
squeezing-out, of value is another affair—with which the happy luck of
mere finding has little to do. The joys of finding, at this stage, are pretty
well over; that quest of the subject as a whole

a James’s narrative method, especially in his later fiction, tended towards a
‘dramatic’ rendering of experience. Hence he often uses the word
‘dramatist’ to mean ‘novelist’.
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by ‘matching’, as the ladies say at the shops, the big piece with the snippet,
having ended, we assume, with a capture. The subject is found, and if the
problem is then transferred to the ground of what to do with it the field
opens out for any amount of doing. This is precisely the infusion that, as I
submit, completes the strong mixture. It is on the other hand the part of the
business that can least be likened to the chase with horn and hound. It’s all a
sedentary part —involves as much ciphering, of sorts, as would merit the
highest salary paid to a chief accountant. Not, however, that the chief
accountant hasn’t his gleams of bliss; for the felicity, or at least the
equdibrium, of the artist’s state dwells less, surely, in the further delightful



complications he can smuggle in than in those he succeeds in keeping out.
He sows his seed at the risk of too thick a crop; wherefore yet again, like
the gentlemen who audit ledgers, he must keep his head at any price. In
consequence of all which, for the interest of the matter, I might seem here to
have my choice of narrating my ‘hunt’ for Lambert Strether, of describing
the capture of the shadow projected by my friend’s anecdote, or of reporting
on the occurrences subsequent to that triumph. But I had probably best
attempt a little to glance in each direction; since it comes to me again and
again, over this licentious record, that one’s bag of adventures, conceived or
conceivable, has been only half-emptied by the mere telling of one’s story.
It depends so on what one means by that equivocal quantity. There is the
story of one’s hero, and then, thanks to the intimate connection of things,
the story of one’s story itself. I blush to confess it, but if one’s a dramatist
one’s a dramatist, and the latter imbroglio is liable on occasion to strike me
as really the more objective of the two.

The philosophy imputed to him in that beautiful outbreak, the hour there,
amid such happy provision, striking for him, would have been then, on
behalf of my man of imagination, to be logically and, as the artless craft of
comedy has it, ‘led up’ to; the probable course to such a goal, the goal of so
conscious a predicament, would have in short to be finely calculated. Where
has he come from and why has he come, what is he doing (as we Anglo-
Saxons, and we only, say, in our foredoomed clutch of exotic aids to
expression) in that galere [difficult place] ? To answer these questions
plausibly, to answer them as under cross-examination in the witness-box by
counsel for the prosecution, in other words satisfactorily to account for
Strether and for his ‘peculiar tone’, was to possess myself of the entire
fabric. At the same time the clue to its whereabouts would lie in a certain
principle of probability: he wouldn’t have indulged in his peculiar tone
without a reason; it would take a felt predicament or a false position to give
him so ironic an accent. One hadn’t been noting ‘tones’ all ones life without
recognizing when one heard it the voice of the false position. The dear man
in the Paris garden was then admirably and unmistakably in one

which was no small point gained; what next accordingly concerned us was
the determination of this identity. One could only go by probabilities, but
there was the advantage that the most general of the probabilities were



virtual certainties. Possessed of our friend's nationality, to start with, there
was a general probability in his narrower localism; which, for that matter,
one had really but to keep under the lens for an hour to see it give up its
secrets. He
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would have issued, our rueful worthy, from the very heart of New England
— at the heels of which matter of course a perfect train of secrets tumbled
for me into the light. They had to be sifted and sorted, and I shall not
reproduce the detail of that process; but unmistakably they were all there,
and it was but a question, auspiciously, of picking among them. What the
‘position’ would infallibly be, and why, on his hands, it had turned ‘false’—
these inductive steps could only be as rapid as they were distinct. I
accounted for everything—and ‘everything’ had by this time become the
most promising quantity—by the view that he had come to Paris in some
state of mind which was literally undergoing, as a result of new and
unexpected assaults and infusions, a change almost from hour to hour. He
had come with a view that might have been figured by a clear green liquid,
say, in a neat glass phial; and the liquid, once poured into the open cup of
application, once exposed to the action of another air, had begun to turn
from green to red, or whatever, and might, for all he knew, be on its way to
purple, to black, to yellow. At the still wilder extremes represented perhaps,
for all he could say to the contrary, by a variability so violent, he would at
first, naturally, but have gazed in surprise and alarm; whereby the situation
clearly would spring from the play of wildness and the development of
extremes. | saw in a moment that, should this development proceed both
with force and logic, my ‘story’ would leave nothing to be desired. There is
always, of course, for the story-teller, the irresistible determinant and the
incalculable advantage of his interest in the story as such; it is ever,
obviously, overwhelmingly, the prime and precious thing (as other than this
I have never been able to see it); as to which what makes for it, with
whatever headlong energy, may be said to pale before the energy with
which it simply makes for itself. It rejoices, none the less, at its best, to
seem to offer itself in a light, to seem to know, and with the very last
knowledge, what it’s about— liable as it yet is at moments to be caught by
us with its tongue in its cheek and absolutely no warrant but its splendid



impudence. Let us grant then that the impudence is always there—there, so
to speak, for grace and effect and allure; there, above all, because the Story
is just the spoiled child of art, and because as we are always disappointed
when the pampered don’t ‘play up’, we like it, to that extent, to look all its
character. It probably does so, in truth, even when we most flatter ourselves
that we negotiate with it by treaty.

All of which, again, is but to say that the steps, for my fable, placed
themselves with a prompt and, as it were, functional assurance—an air quite
as of readiness to have dispensed with logic had I been in fact too stupid for
my clue. Never, positively, none the less, as the links multiplied, had I felt
less stupid than for the determination of poor Strether’s errand and for the
apprehension of his issue. These things continued to fall together, as by the
neat action of their own weight and form, even while their commentator
scratched his head about them; he easily sees now that they were always
well in advance of him. As the case completed itself he had in fact, from a
good way behind, to catch up with them, breathless and a little flurried, as
he best could. The false position, for our belated man of the world—belated
because he had endeavoured so long to escape being one, and now at last
had really to face his doom—the
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false position for him, I say, was obviously to have presented himself at the
gate of that boundless menagerie primed with a moral scheme of the most
approved pattern which was yet framed to break down on any approach to
vivid facts; that is to any at all liberal appreciation of them. There would
have been of course the case of the Strether prepared, wherever presenting
himself, only to judge and to feel meanly; but he would have moved for me,
I confess, enveloped in no legend whatever. The actual man’s note, from the
first of our seeing it struck, is the note of discrimination, just as his drama is
to become, under stress, the drama of discrimination. It would have been his
blest imagination, we have seen, that had already helped him to
discriminate; the element that was for so much of the pleasure of my cutting
thick, as I have intimated, into his intellectual, into his moral substance. Yet
here it was, at the same time, just here, that a shade for a moment fell across
the scene.



There was the dreadful little old tradition, one of the platitudes of the
human comedy, that people’s moral scheme does break down in Paris; that
nothing is more frequently observed; that hundreds of thousands of more or
less hypocritical or more or less cynical persons annually visit the place for
the sake of the probable catastrophe, and that I came late in the day to work
myself up about it. There was in fine the trivial association, one of the
vulgarest in the world; but which give me pause no longer, I think, simply
because its vulgarity is so advertised. The revolution performed by Strether
under the influence of the most interesting of great cities was to have
nothing to do with any bctise [foolishness] of the imputably ‘tempted’ state;
he was to be thrown forward, rather, thrown quite with violence, upon his
lifelong trick of intense reflection: which friendly test indeed was to bring
him out, through winding passages, through alternations of darkness and
light, very much in Paris, but with the surrounding scene itself a minor
matter, a mere symbol for more things than had been dreamt of in the
philosophy of Woollett. Another surrounding scene would have done as
well for our show could it have represented a place in which Strether’s
errand was likely to lie and his crisis to await him. The likely place had the
great merit of sparing me preparations; there would have been too many
involved—not at all impossibilities, only rather worrying and delaying
difficulties—in positing elsewhere Chad Newsome’s interesting relation, his
so interesting complexity of relations. Strether’s appointed stage, in fine,
could be but Chad’s most luckily selected one. The young man had gone in,
as they say, for circumjacent charm; and where he would have found it, by
the turn of his mind, most ‘authentic’, was where his earnest friend’s
analysis would most find him; as well as where, for that matter, the former’s
whole analytic faculty would be led such a wonderful dance.

The Ambassadors had been, all conveniently, ‘arranged for’, its first
appearance was from month to month, in the North American Review
during 1903, and I had been open from far back to any pleasant provocation
for ingenuity that might reside in one’s actively adopting—so as to make it,
in its way, a small compositional law—recurrent breaks and resumptions. I
had made up my mind here regularly to exploit and enjoy these often rather
rude jolts— having found, as I believed, an admirable way to it; yet every
question of form
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and pressure, I easily remember, paled in the light of the major propriety,
recognized as soon as really weighed; that of employing but one centre and
keeping it all within my hero’s compass. The thing was to be so much this
worthy’s intimate adventure that even the projection of his consciousness
upon it from beginning to end without intermission or deviation would
probably still leave a part of its value for him, and a fortiori [all the more]
for ourselves, unexpressed. I might, however, express every grain of it that
there would be room for —on condition of contriving a splendid particular
economy. Other persons in no small number were to people the scene, and
each with his or her axe to grind, his or her situation to treat, his or her
coherency not to fail of, his or her relation to my leading motive, in a word,
to establish and carry on. But Strether’s sense of these things, and Strether’s
only, should avail me for showing them; I should know them but through
his more or less groping knowledge of them, since his very gropings would
figure among his most interesting motions, and a full observance of the rich
rigour I speak of would give me more of the effect I should be most ‘after’
than all other possible observances together. It would give me a large unity,
and that in turn would crown me with the grace to which the enlightened
story-teller will at any time, for his interest, sacrifice if need be all other
graces whatever. I refer of course to the grace of intensity, which there are
ways of signally achieving and ways of signally missing—as we see it, all
round us, helplessly and woefully missed. Not that it isn’t, on the other
hand, a virtue eminently subject to appreciation—there being no strict, no
absolute measure of it; so that one may hear it acclaimed where it has quite
escaped one’s perception, and see it unnoticed where one has gratefully
hailed it. After all of which I am not sure, either, that the immense
amusement of the whole cluster of difficulties so arrayed may not operate,
for the fond fabulist, when judicious not less than fond, as his best of
determinants. That charming principle is always there, at all events, to keep
interest fresh: it is a principle, we remember, essentially ravenous, without
scruple and without mercy, appeased with no cheap nor easy nourishment.
It enjoys the costly sacrifice and rejoices thereby in the very odour of
difficulty— even as ogres, with their ‘Fee-faw-fum!’ rejoice in the smell of
the blood of Englishmen.



Thus it was, at all events, that the ultimate, though after all so speedy,
definition of my gentleman’s job—his coming out, all solemnly appointed
and deputed, to ‘save’ Chad, and his then finding the young man so
disobligingly and, at first, so bewilderingly not lost that a new issue
altogether, in the connection, prodigiously faces them, which has to be dealt
with in a new light— promised as many calls on ingenuity and on the
higher branches of the compositional art as one could possibly desire.
Again and yet again, as, from book to book, I proceed with my survey, I
find no source of interest equal to this verification after the fact, as I may
call it, and the more in detail the better, of the scheme of consistency ‘gone
in’ for. As always—since the charm never fails —the retracing of the
process from point to point brings back the old illusion. The old intentions
bloom again and flower—in spite of all the blossoms they were to have
dropped by the way. This is the charm, as I say, of adventure
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transposed —the thrilling lips and downs, the intricate ins and outs of the
compositional problem, made after such a fashion admirably objective,
becoming the question at issue and keeping the author’s heart in his mouth.
Such an element, for instance, as his intention that Mrs Newsome, away off
with her finger on the pulse of Massachusetts, should yet be no less
intensely than circuitously present through the whole thing, should be no
less felt as to be reckoned with than the most direct exhibition, the finest
portrayal at first hand could make her, such a sign of artistic good faith, I
say, once it’s unmistakably there, takes on again an actuality not too much
impaired by the comparative dimness of the particular success. Cherished
intention too inevitably acts and operates, in the book, about fifty times as
little as I had fondly dreamt it might; but that scarce spoils for me the
pleasure of recognizing the fifty ways in which I had sought to provide for
it. The mere charm of seeing such an idea constituent, in its degree; the
fineness of the measures taken—a real extension, if successful, of the very
terms and possibilities of representation and figuration—such things alone
were, after this fashion, inspiring, such things alone were a gage of the
probable success of that dissimulated calculation with which the whole
effort was to square. But oh the cares begotten, none the less, of that same
‘judicious’ sacrifice to a particular form of interest! One’s work should have



composition, because composition alone is positive beauty; but all the while
—apart from one’s inevitable consciousness too of the dire paucity of
readers ever recognizing or ever missing positive beauty—how, as to the
cheap and easy, at every turn, how, as to immediacy and facility, and even
as to the commoner vivacity, positive beauty might have to be sweated for
and paid for! Once achieved and installed it may always be trusted to make
the poor seeker feel he would have blushed to the roots of his hair for
failing of it; yet, how, as its virtue can be essentially but the virtue of the
whole, the wayside traps set in the interest of muddlement and pleading but
the cause of the moment, of the particular bit in itself, have to be kicked out
of the path ! All the sophistications in life, for example, might have
appeared to muster on behalf of the menace—the menace to a bright variety
—involved in Strether’s having all the subjective ‘say’, as it were, to
himself.

Had f, meanwhile, made him at once hero and historian, endowed him with
the romantic privilege of the ‘first person’—the darkest abyss of romance
this, inveterately, when enjoyed on the grand scale—variety, and many
other queer matters as well, might have been smuggled in by a back door.
Suffice it, to be brief, that the first person, in the long piece, is a form
foredoomed to looseness, and that looseness, never much my affair, had
never been so little so as on this particular occasion. All of which
reflections flocked to the standard from the moment—a very early one—the
question of how to keep my form amusing while sticking so close to my
central figure and constantly taking its pattern from him had to be faced. He
arrives (arrives at Chester) as for the dreadful purpose of giving his creator
‘no end' to tell about him—before which rigorous mission the serenest of
creators might Well have quailed. I was far from the serenest; I was more
than agitated enough to reflect that, grimly deprived of one alternative or
one substitute for ‘telling’, I must address myself tooth and
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nail to another. I couldn’t, save by implication, make other persons tell each
other about him—blest resource, blest necessity, of the drama, which
reaches its effects of unity, all remarkably, by paths absolutely opposite to
the paths of the novel: with other persons, save as they were primarily his



persons (not he primarily but one of theirs), I had simply nothing to do. I
had relations for him none the less, by the mercy of Providence, quite as
much as if my exhibition was to be a muddle; if I could only by implication
and a show of consequence make other persons tell each other about him, I
could at least make him tell them whatever in the world he must; and could
so, by the same token —which was a further luxury thrown in—see straight
into the deep differences between what that could do for me, or at all events
for him, and the large ease of ‘autobiography’. It may be asked why, if one
so keeps to one’s hero, one shouldn’t make a single mouthful of ‘method’,
shouldn’t throw the reins on his neck and, letting them flap there as free as
in Gil Bias or in David Copper-field, a equip him with the double privilege
of subject and object—a course that has at least the merit of brushing away
questions at a sweep. The answer to which is, I think, that one makes that
surrender only if one is prepared not to make certain precious
discriminations.

The ‘first person’ then, so employed, is addressed by the author directly to
ourselves, his possible readers, whom he has to reckon with, at the best, by
our English tradition, so loosely and vaguely after all, so little respectfully,
on so scant a presumption of exposure to criticism. Strether, on the other
hand, encaged and provided for as The Ambassadors encages and provides,
has to keep in view proprieties much stiffer and more salutary than any our
straight and credulous gape are likely to bring home to him, has exhibitional
conditions to meet, in a word, that forbid the terrible fluidity of self-
revelation. I may seem not to better the case for my discrimination if I say
that, for my first care, I had thus inevitably to set him up a confidant or two,
to wave away with energy the custom of the seated mass of explanation
after the fact, the inserted block of merely referential narrative, which
flourishes so, to the shame of the modem impatience, on the serried page of
Balzac, but which seems simply to appal our actual, our in general weaker,
digestion. ‘Harking back to make up’ took at any rate more doing, as the
phrase is, not only than the reader of today demands, but than he will
tolerate at any price any call upon him either to understand or remotely to
measure; and for the beauty of the thing when done the current editorial
mind in particular appears wholly without sense. It is not, however,
primarily for either of these reasons, whatever their weight, that Strether’s
friend Waymarsh is so keenly clutched at, on the threshold of the book, or



that no less a pounce is made on Maria Gostrey—without even the pretext,
either, of her being, in essence, Strether’s friend. She is the reader s friend
much rather—in consequence of dispositions that make him so eminently
require one; and she acts in that capacity, and really in that capacity alone,
with exemplary devotion, from beginning to end of the book. She is an
enrolled, a direct, aid to lucidity; she is in fine, to tear off her mask, the
most

a Like Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield, Rene Lesage’s picaresque
novel Gil Bias (1715-35) is narrated by the central character.
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unmitigated and abandoned of ficelles [devices]. Half the dramatist's art, as
we well know—since if we don’t it’s not the fault of the proofs that lie
scattered about us—is in the use of ficelles; by which I mean in a deep
dissimulation of his dependence on them. Waymarsh only to a slighter
degree belongs, in the whole business, less to my subject than to my
treatment of it; the interesting proof, in these connections, being that one
has but to take one’s subject for the stuff of drama to interweave with
enthusiasm as many Gostreys as need be.

The material of The Ambassadors, conforming in this respect exactly to that
of The Wings of the Dove, published just before it, is taken absolutely for
the stuff of drama; so that, availing myself of the opportunity given me by
this edition for some prefatory remarks on the latter work, I had mainly to
make on its behalf the point of its scenic consistency. It disguises that
virtue, in the oddest way in the world, by just looking, as we turn its pages,
as little scenic as possible; but it sharply divides itself, just as the
composition before us does, into the parts that prepare, that tend in fact to
over-prepare, for scenes, and the parts, or otherwise into the scenes, that
justify and crown the preparation. It may definitely be said, I think, that
everything in it that is not scene (not, I of course mean, complete and
functional scene, treating all the submitted matter, as by logical start, logical
turn, and logical finish) is discriminated preparation, is the fusion and
synthesis of picture. These alternations propose themselves all
recognizably, I think, from an early stage, as the very form and figure of
The Ambassadors; so that, to repeat, such an agent as Miss Gostrey, pre-



engaged at a high salary, but waits in the draughty wing with her shawl and
her smelling-salts. Her function speaks at once for itself, and by the time
she has dined with Strether in London and gone to a play with him her
intervention as a ficelle is, I hold, expertly justified. Thanks to it we have
treated scenically, and scenically alone, the whole lumpish question of
Strether’s 'past’, which has seen us more happily on the way than anything
else could have done; we have strained to a high lucidity and vivacity (or at
least we hope we have) certain indispensable facts; we have seen our two or
three immediate friends all conveniently and profitably in ‘action’; to say
nothing of our beginning to descry others, of a remoter intensity, getting
into motion, even if a bit vaguely as yet, for our further enrichment. Let my
first point be here that the scene in question, that in which the whole
situation at Woollett and the complex forces that have propelled my hero to
where this lively extractor of his value and distiller of his essence awaits
him, is normal and entire, is really an excellent standard scene; copious,
comprehensive, and accordingly never short, but with its office as definite
as that of the hammer on the gong of the clock, the office of expressing all
that is in the hour.

The ' ficelle * character of the subordinate party is as artfully dissimulated,
throughout, as may be, and to that extent that, with the seams or joints of
Maria Gostrey’s ostensible connectedness taken particular care of, duly
smoothed over, that is, and anxiously kept from showing as 'pieced on’, this
figure doubtless achieves, after a fashion, something jof the dignity of a
prime idea: which circumstance but shows us afresh how many quite
incalculable but none the less clear sources of enjoyment for the infatuated
artist, how many copious
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springs of our never-to-be-slighted ‘fun’ for the reader and critic susceptible
of contagion, may sound their incidental plash as soon as an artistic process
begins to enjoy free development. Exquisite—in illustration of this—the
mere interest and amusement of such at once ‘creative' and critical
questions as how and where and why to make Miss Gostrey’s false
connection carry itself, under a due high polish, as a real one. Nowhere is it
more of an artful expedient for mere consistency of form, to mention a case,



than in the last ‘scene’ of the book, where its function is to give or to add
nothing whatever, but only to express as vividly as possible certain things
quite other than itself and that are of the already fixed and appointed
measure. Since, however, ah art is expression, and is thereby vividness, one
was to find the door open here to any amount of delightful dissimulation.
These verily are the refinements and ecstasies of method—amid which, or
certainly under the influence of any exhilarated demonstration of which,
one must keep one’s head and not lose one’s way. To cultivate an adequate
intelligence for them and to make that sense operative is positively to find a
charm in any produced ambiguity of appearance that is not by the same
stroke, and all helplessly, an ambiguity of sense. To project imaginatively,
for my hero, a relation that has nothing to do with the matter (the matter of
my subject) but has everything to do with the manner (the manner of my
presentation of the same) and yet to treat it, at close quarters and for fully
economic expression’s possible sake, as if it were important and essential—
to do that sort of thing and yet muddle nothing may easily become, as one
goes, a signally attaching proposition; even though it all remains but part
and parcel, I hasten to recognize, of the merely general and related question
of expressional curiosity and expressional decency.

I am moved to add after so much insistence on the scenic side of my labour
that I have found the steps of re-perusal almost as much waylaid here by
quite another style of effort in the same signal interest—or have in other
woids not failed to note how, even so associated and so discriminated, the
finest proprieties and charms of the non-scenic may, under the right hand
for them, still keep their intelligibility and assert their office. Infinitely
suggestive such an observation as this last on the whole delightful head,
where representation is concerned, of possible variety, of effective
expressional change and contrast. One would like, at such an hour as this,
for critical licence, to go into the matter of the noted inevitable deviation
(from too fond an original vision) that the exquisite treachery even of the
straightest execution may ever be trusted to inflict even on the most mature
plan—the case being that, though one s last reconsidered production always
seems to bristle with that particular evidence, The Ambassadors would
place a flood of such light at my service. I must attach to my final remark
here a different import; noting in the other connection I just glanced at that
such passages as that of my hero’s first encounter with Chad Newsome,



absolute attestations of the non-scenic form though they be, yet lay the
firmest hand too—so far at least as intention goes on representational effect.
To report at all closely and completely of what ‘passes on a given occasion
is inevitably to become more or less scenic; and yet in t e instance I allude
to, with the conveyance, expressional curiosity, and expres-

James Preface to The Ambassadors

sional decency are sought and arrived at under quite another law. The true
inwardness of this may be at bottom but that one of the suffered treacheries
has consisted precisely, for Chad's whole figure and presence, of a direct
present-ability diminished and compromised—despoiled, that is, of its
proportional advantage; so that, in a word, the whole economy of his
author’s relation to him has at important points to be redetermined. The
book, however, critically viewed, is touchingly full of these disguised and
repaired losses, these insidious recoveries, these intensely redemptive
consistencies. The pages in which Mamie Pocock gives her appointed and, I
can't but think, duly felt lift to the whole action by the so inscrutably-
applied side-stroke or short-cut of our just watching, and as quite at an
angle of vision as yet untried, her single hour of suspense in the hotel salon,
in our partaking of her concentrated study of the sense of matters bearing on
her own case, all the bright warm Paris afternoon, from the balcony that
overlooks the Tuileries garden—these are as marked an example of the
representational virtue that insists here and there on being, for the charm of
opposition and renewal, other than the scenic. It wouldn’t take much to
make me further argue that from an equal play of such oppositions the book
gathers an intensity that fairly adds to the dramatic—though the latter is
supposed to be the sum of all intensities; or that has at any rate nothing to
fear from juxtaposition with it. I consciously fail to shrink in fact from that
extravagance—I risk it, rather, for the sake of the moral involved; which is
not that the particular production before us exhausts the interesting
questions it raises, but that the Novel remains still, under the right
persuasion, the most independent, most elastic, most prodigious of literary
forms/*

a This paragraph is complicated to a degree unusual even in the late James.
Essentially, he is talking about two modes of representation' in fiction: the



'scenic’ (i.e., corresponding to action in drama) and the 'non-sccnic’ (i.e.,
descriptive or discursive writing). Though he gives priority to the scenic
method, he takes pleasure, here, in the way the non-scenic passages in The
Ambassadors contribute to the overall effectiveness of the novel. Strether’s
first meeting with Chad occurs in a theatre box, with no possibility of
conversation, and most of the writing at this point consists of Strether's
retrospective brooding on the little that ‘passes'. James explains that this
treatment was dictated by a change of his original plan (or ‘treachery’ to it),
entailing a more oblique and diminished presentation of Chad.

Ezra Pound (b. 1885) is one of the most colourful and controversial figures
in modem literature. Born in Idaho, America, he studied at Hamilton
College and the State University of Pennsylvania before making his way to
Europe. In 1908 he published his first book of poems, A Lume Spento, in
Venice, and he came to England in the same year. Until 1921 Pound lived in
London actively involved not only in writing his own verse and prose, but
also in editing, criticizing, publishing, and encouraging the work of others
in the literary and artistic avant-garde of the time. ‘Make it new’ was
Pound's slogan, and perhaps he, more than any other single man, was
responsible for the emergence of an authentically modernist literature in
England at this time.

From his association with T. E. Hulme (see below, pp. 92-104), F. S. Flint
and others around 1910, and their interest in the Japanese haiku and tanka,
came the poetic style known as Imagism. A little later, Pound befriended
Wyndham Lewis, and contributed to the latter’s Vorticist magazine Blast. In
1912-13 Pound acted as a kind of secretary-companion to W. B. Yeats, and
this association undoubtedly influenced Yeats's poetic development.

James Joyce was another writer who owed a great deal to Pound for moral
and financial support. But Pound’s most important literary friendship was
with T. S. Eliot, whom he met in 1915. Pound immediately perceived
Eliot’s great gifts and worked tirelessly to get them generally recognized.
As is well known, he significantly contributed to the form of The Waste
Land (1922) by recommending drastic cuts in Eliot’s original version.
During this period Pound was also writing and publishing poetry of his
own, much of it translation or ‘imitation’ of poetry in various languages—



Chinese, Provencal, Anglo-Saxon and several others—in which Pound was
not always competent by normal linguistic criteria. Probably his most
successful volume of this period was Hugh Selwyn Mauberley (1920). In
the following year, Pound moved to Paris, befriending fellow-expatriates
like Gertrude Stein and Ernest Hemingway; and in 1925 he settled in the
Italian coastal resort of Rapallo.

Italy was at this time in the early stages of Mussolini’s fascist regime, the
achievements of which Pound greatly admired. He was not the only literary
figure of his time to be dazzled by right-wing political radicalism, but
Pound, unfortunately, failed to see the evil in fascism even after the
outbreak of World War II. During the war he made radio broadcasts which
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were deemed sufficiently treasonable by the American authorities to
warrant his arrest at the end of the war. He was however considered
mentally unfit to stand trial, and after a long sequestration in mental
hospitals, Pound was finally allowed to live out his last years in Italy.
During all this time— since 1921—he had been writing and publishing
parts of a long, encyclopaedic poem in vers libre known as the Cantos, the
value and significance of which is as problematic as everything else
connected with this writer.

‘A Retrospect’ conveys the flavour of Pound’s thought and personality in
his role as pundit and patron of modern poetry in the second decade of the
century. His style is aphoristic, informal, provocative; his stance
professional, committed, anti-academic. He describes his own approach
perfectly as treating the reader ‘as if he were a new friend come into the
room, intent on ransacking my bookshelf'. Yet the disarming casualness
should not blind us to the fact that many seminal ideas are to be found in
Pound’s early criticism. Eliot’s reverence was no affectation. When, for
example, Pound says, ‘An “Image” is that which presents an intellectual
and emotional complex in an instant of time’, we can recognize the seed of
Eliot’s poetic method in The Waste Land and of the poetic theory
expounded in Tradition and the Individual Talent’. ‘A Retrospect’ is



reprinted here from The Literary Essays of Ezra Pound (1954), edited by T.
S. Eliot, who has

added the notes indicating the original dates of composition for the various
pieces.

CROSS REFERENCES : 2. W. B. Yeats

6. T. S. Eliot 8. T. E. Hulme 47. W. H. Auden

commentary : G. S. Fraser, Ezra Pound (i960)

Hugh Kenner, The Poetry of Ezra Pound (1951)

A retrospect 1

There has been so much scribbling about a new fashion in poetry, that I may
perhaps be pardoned this brief recapitulation and retrospect.

In the spring or early summer of 1912, ‘H. D.’ [Hilda Doolittle], Richard

Aldington and myself decided that we were agreed upon the three principles
following: 1 r

1. Direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective or objective.
2. To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation.

3. As regarding rhythm: to compose in. the sequence of the musical phrase,
not in sequence of a metronome.

Upon many points of taste and of predilection we differed, but agreeing
Pound A retrospect

upon these three positions we thought we had as much right to a group
name, at least as much right, as a number of French ‘schools’ proclaimed by



Mr [F. S.] Flint in the August number of Harold Monro’s magazine [Poetry
Review] for 1911.

This school has since been ‘joined’ or ‘followed’ by numerous people who,
whatever their merits, do not show any signs of agreeing with the second
specification. Indeed vers fibre has become as prolix and as verbose as any
of the flaccid varieties that preceded it. It has brought faults of its own. The
actual language and phrasing is often as bad as that of our elders without
even the excuse that the words are shovelled in to fill a metric pattern or to
complete the noise of a rhyme-sound. Whether or no the phrases followed
by the followers are musical must be left to the reader’s decision. At times I
can find a marked metre in ‘vers fibres’, as stale and hackneyed as any
pseudo-Swinbumian, at times the writers seem to follow no musical
structure whatever. But it is, on the whole, good that the field should be
ploughed. Perhaps a few good poems have come from the new method, and
if so it is justified.

Criticism is not a circumscription or a set of prohibitions. It provides fixed
points of departure. It may startle a dull reader into alertness. That little of it
which is good is mostly in stray phrases; or if it be an older artist helping a
younger it is in great measure but rules of thumb, cautions gained by
experience.

I set together a few phrases on practical working about the time the first
remarks on imagisme were published. The first use of the word ‘Imagiste’
was in my note to T. E. Hulme’s five poems, printed at the end of my
‘Ripostes’ in the autumn of 1912. I reprint my cautions from Poetry for
March 1913.

A few don’ts

An ‘Image’ is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in
an instant of time. I use the term ‘complex’ rather in the technical sense
employed by the newer psychologists, such as [Bernard] Hart, though we
might not agree absolutely in our application.

It is the presentation of such a ‘complex’ instantaneously which gives that
sense of sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space



limits; that sense of sudden growth, which we experience in the presence of
the greatest works of art.

It is better to present one Image in a lifetime than to produce voluminous
works.

All this, however, some may consider open to debate. The immediate
necessity is to tabulate A list of don’ts for those beginning to write verses. I
can not put all of them into Mosaic negative.

To begin with, consider the three propositions (demanding direct treatment,
economy of words, and the sequence of the musical phrase), not as dogma
never consider anything as dogma—>but as the result of long contemplation,
which, even if it is someone else’s contemplation, may be worth
consideration.

Pound A retrospect

Pay no attention to the criticism of men who have never themselves written
a notable work. Consider the discrepancies between the actual writing of
the Gieek poets and dramatists, and the theories of the Graeco-Roman
grammarians, concocted to explain their metres.

Language
Use no superfluous word, no adjective which does not reveal something.

Don’t use such an expression as ‘dim lands of peace 9 . It dulls the image. It
mixes an abstraction with the concrete. It comes from the writer’s not
realizing that the natural object is always the adequate symbol.

Go in fear of abstractions. Do not retell in mediocre verse what has already
been done in good prose. Don’t think any intelligent person is going to be
deceived when you try to shirk all the difficulties of the unspeakably
difficult art of good prose by chopping your composition into line lengths.

What the expert is tired of today the public will be tired of tomorrow.



Don’t imagine that the art of poetry is any simpler than the art of music, or
that you can please the expert before you have spent at least as much effort
on the art of verse as the average piano teacher spends on the art of music.

Be influenced by as many great artists as you can, but have the decency
either to acknowledge the debt outright, or to try to conceal it.

Don’t allow ‘influence’ to mean merely that you mop up the particular
decorative vocabulary of some one or two poets whom you happen to
admire. A Turkish war conespondent was recently caught red-handed
babbling in his despatches of dove-grey’ hills, or else it was ‘pearl-pale’, I
can not remember.

Use either no ornament or good ornament.
Rhythm and rhyme

Let the candidate fill his mind with the finest cadences he can discover,
preferably in a foreign language , 2 so that the meaning of the words may
be less likely to divert his attention from the movement; e.g. Saxon charms,
Hebridean Folk Songs, the verse of Dante, and the lyrics of Shakespeare—
if he can dissociate the vocabulary from the cadence. Let him dissect the
lyrics of Goethe coldly into their component sound values, syllables long
and short, stressed and unstressed, into vowels and consonants.

It is not necessary that a poem should rely on its music, but if it does rely on
its music that music must be such as will delight the expert.

Let the neophyte know assonance and alliteration, rhyme immediate and
delayed, simple and polyphonic, as a musician would expect to know
harmony and counterpoint and all the minutiae of his craft. No time is too
great to give

to these matters or to any one of them, even if the artist seldom has need of
them.

Don t imagine that a thing will ‘go’ in verse just because it’s too dull to go
in prose.
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Don’t be Viewy’—Ileave that to the writers of pretty little philosophic
essays. Don’t be descriptive; remember that the painter can describe a
landscape much better than you can, and that he has to know a deal more
about it.

When Shakespeare talks of the ‘Dawn in russet mantle clad’ he presents
something which the painter does not present. There is in this line of his
nothing that one can call description; he presents.

Consider the way of the scientists rather than the way of an advertising
agent for a new soap.

The scientist does not expect to be acclaimed as a great scientist until he has
discovered something. He begins by learning what has been discovered
already. He goes from that point onward. He does not bank on being a
charming fellow personally. He does not expect his friends to applaud the
results of his freshman class work. Freshmen in poetry are unfortunately not
confined to a definite and recognizable class room. They are ‘all over the
shop’. Is it any wonder ‘the public is indifferent to poetry’?

Don’t chop your stuff into separate iambs. Don’t make each line stop dead
at the end, and then begin every next line with a heave. Let the beginning of
the next line catch the rise of the rhythm wave, unless you want a definite
longish pause.

In short, behave as a musician, a good musician, when dealing with that
phase of your art which has exact parallels in music. The same laws govern,
and you are bound by no others.

Naturally, your rhythmic structure should not destroy the shape of your
words, or their natural sound, or their meaning. It is improbable that, at the
start, you will be able to get a rhythm-structure strong enough to affect them
very much, though you may fall a victim to all sorts of false stopping due to
line ends and caesurae.



The musician can rely on pitch and the volume of the orchestra. You can
not. The term harmony is misapplied in poetry; it refers to simultaneous
sounds of different pitch. There is, however, in the best verse a sort of
residue of sound which remains in the ear of the hearer and acts more or
less as an organ-base.

A rhyme must have in it some slight element of surprise if it is to give
pleasure; it need not be bizarre or curious, but it must be well used if used at
all.

Vide further Vildrac and DuhamelV notes on rhyme in Technique Foetique.

That part of your poetry which strikes upon the imaginative eye of the
reader will lose nothing by translation into a foreign tongue; that which
appeals to the ear can reach only those who take it in the original.

Consider the definiteness of Dante’s presentation, as compared with
Milton’s rhetoric. Read as much of Wordsworth as does not seem too
unutterably dull.

If you want the gist of the matter go to Sappho, Catullus, Villon, Heine
when he is in the vein, Gautier when he is not too frigid; or, if you have not
the tongues, seek out the leisurely Chaucer. Good prose will do you no
harm,

a Charles Messager Vildrac and Georges Duhamel were founder-members
of the ‘Abbave’ writers’ community near Paris, 1906-7.
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and there is good discipline to be had by trying to write it.

Translation is likewise good training, if you find that your original matter
‘wobbles’ when you try to rewrite it. The meaning of the poem to be
translated cannot “‘wobble’.

If you are using a symmetrical form, don’t put in what you want to say and
then fill up the remaining vacuums with slush.



Don’t mess up the perception of one sense by trying to define it in terms of
another. This is usually only the result of being too lazy to find the exact
word. To this clause there are possibly exceptions.

The first three simple prescriptions will throw out nine-tenths of all the bad
poetry now accepted as standard and classic; and will prevent you from
many a crime of production.

\.. Mats d’abord il faut etre un poete’ [‘But first one must be a poet’], as
MM Duhamel and Vildrac have said at the end of their little book, Notes sur
la Technique Poetique.

Since March 1913, Ford Madox Hueffer has pointed out that Wordsworth
was so intent on the ordinary or plain word that he never thought of hunting
for le mot juste.

John Butler Yeats has handled or man-handled Wordsworth and the
Victorians, and his criticism, contained in letters to his son, is now printed
and available.

I do not like writing about art, my first, at least I think it was my first essay
on the subject, was a protest against it.

Prolegomena 3

Time was when the poet lay in a green field with his head against a tree and
played his diversion on a ha’penny whistle, and Caesar’s predecessors
conquered the earth, and the predecessors of golden Crassus a embezzled,
and fashions had their say, and let him alone. And presumably he was fairly
content in this circumstance, for I have small doubt that the occasional
passerby, being attracted by curiosity to know why anyone should lie under
a tree and blow diversion on a ha’penny whistle, came and conversed with
him, and that among these passers-by there was on occasion a person of
charm or a young lady who had not read Man and Superrnan; b and looking
back upon this naive state of affairs we call it the age of gold.

Metastasio, c and he should know if anyone, assures us that this age endures
—even though the modern poet is expected to holloa his verses down a



speak-

a Licinius Crassus, surnamed Dives, a Roman consul of the first century bc,
notorious for his love of money.

b G. B. Shaw’s play, first published in England in 1908, portrayed a woman
taking the initiative in courtship.

c Metastasio was the pseudonym of Pietro Trapassi (1698-1782), Italian
poet and dramatist.
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ing tube to the editors of cheap magazines—S. S. McClure, 0 or someone of
that sort—even though hordes of authors meet in dreariness and drink
healths to the ‘Copyright Bill'; even though these things be, the age of gold
pertains. Imperceivably, if you like, but pertains. You meet unkempt
Amyclas” in a Soho restaurant and chant together of dead and forgotten
things—it is a manner of speech among poets to chant of dead, half-
forgotten things, there seems no special harm in it; it has always been done
—and it's rather better to be a clerk in the Post Office than to look after a lot
of stinking, verminous sheep— and at another hour of the day one
substitutes the drawing-room for the restaurant and tea is probably more
palatable than mead and mare’s milk, and little cakes than honey. And in
this fashion one survives the resignation of Mr Balfour, and the iniquities of
the American customs-house, e quel bufera infernal [and that infernal
disaster], the periodical press. And then in the middle of it, there being
apparently no other person at once capable and available one is stopped and
asked to explain oneself.

I begin on the chord thus querulous, for I would much rather lie on what is
left of Catullus’s parlour floor and speculate the azure beneath it and the
hills off to Salo and Riva with their forgotten gods moving unhindered
among them, than discuss any processes and theories of art whatsoever. I
would rather play tennis. I shall not argue.

Credo



Rhythm I believe in an ‘absolute rhythm’; a rhythm, that is, in poetry which
corresponds exactly to the emotion or shade of emotion to be expressed. A
man’s rhythm must be interpretative, it will be, therefore, in the end, his
own, uncounterfeiting, uncounterfeitable.

Symbols I believe that the proper and perfect symbol is the natural object,
that if a man use ‘symbols’ he must so use them that their symbolic
function does not obtrude; so that a sense, and the poetic quality of the
passage, is not lost to those who do not understand the symbol as such, to
whom, for instance, a hawk is a hawk.

Technique I believe in technique as the test of a man’s sincerity; in law
when it is ascertainable; in the trampling down of every convention that
impedes or obscures the determination of the law, or the precise rendering
of the impulse.

Form I think there is a ‘fluid’ as well as a ‘solid’ content, that some poems
may have form as a tree has form, some as water poured into a vase. That
most symmetrical forms have certain uses. That a vast number of subjects
cannot be precisely, and therefore not properly rendered in symmetrical
forms.

“Thinking that alone worthy wherein the whole art is employed.’ 4 I think
the artist should master all known forms and systems of metric, and I have

a S. S. McClure (1857-1949) founded the first newspaper syndicate in the
United States, and edited his own McClure's Magazine.

b Amyclas is a place-name. It occurs in the Latin poem Pervigilium
Veneris, where Pound may have seen it and misconstrued it as the name of a
poet.
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with some persistence set about doing this, searching particularly into those
periods wherein the systems came to birth or attained their maturity. It has
been complained, with some justice, that I dump my note-books on the
public. I think that only after a long struggle will poetry attain such a degree



of development, or, if you will, modernity, that it will vitally concern people
who are accustomed, in prose, to Henry James and Anatole France, in
music to Debussy. I am constantly contending that it took two centuries of
Provence and one of Tuscany to develop the media of Dante’s masterwork,
that it took the latinists of the Renaissance, and the Pleiades and his own
age of painted speech to prepare Shakespeare his tools. It is tremendously
important that great poetry be written, it makes no jot of difference who
writes it. The experimental demonstrations of one man may save the time of
many—hence my furore over Arnaut Daniel*—if a man’s experiments try
out one new rime, or dispense conclusively with one iota of currently
accepted nonsense, he is merely playing fair with his colleagues when he
chalks up his result.

No man ever writes very much poetry that ‘matters’. In bulk, that is, no one
produces much that is final, and when a man is not doing this highest thing,
this saying the thing once for all and perfectly; when he is not matching,
TIoiKiXoOpov', dddvar A/poiSra, 0 or ‘Hist—said Kate the Queen’A he
had much better be making the sorts of experiment which may be of use to
him in his later work, or to his successors.

“The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne. ,<? It is a foolish thing for a man
to begin his work on a too narrow foundation, it is a disgraceful thing for a
man’s work not to show steady growth and increasing fineness from first to
last.

As for ‘adaptations’; one finds that all the old masters of painting
recommend to their pupils that they begin by copying masterwork, and
proceed to their own composition.

As for ‘Every man his own poet’, the more every man knows about poetry
the better. I believe in every one writing poetry who wants to; most do. I
believe in every man knowing enough of music to play ‘God bless our
home’ on the harmonium, but I do not believe in every man giving concerts
and printing his sin.

The mastery of any art is the work of a lifetime. I should not discriminate
between the ‘amateur’ and the ‘professional’. Or rather I should
discriminate quite often in favour of the amateur, but I should discriminate



between the amateur and the expert. It is certain that the present chaos will
endure until the Art of poetry has been preached down the amateur gullet,
until there is such a general understanding of the fact that poetry is an art
and not a pastime; such a knowledge of technique; of technique of surface
and technique of content, that the amateurs will cease to try to drown out
the masters.

“See note on p. 29 above.

b One of the most famous of the Provencal troubadours, highly praised by
Dante and Petrarch.

c ‘Richly enthroned, immortal Aphrodite’ (Sappho, Ode to Aphrodite).
d Robert Browning, Pippa Passes, II (Noon).

¢ Geoffrey Chaucer’s translation of Hippocrates' aphorism, Ars longa, vita
brevis.
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If a certain thing was said once for all in Atlantis or Arcadia, in 450 Before
Christ or in 1290 after, it is not for us moderns to go saying it over, or to go
obscuring the memory of the dead by saying the same thing with less skill
and less conviction.

My pawing over the ancients and semi-ancients has been one struggle to
find out what has been done, once for all, better than it can ever be done
again, and to find out what remains for us to do, and plenty does remain, for
if we still feel the same emotions as those which launched the thousand
ships, it is quite certain that we come on these feelings differently, through
different nuances, by different intellectual gradations. Each age has its own
abounding gifts yet only some ages transmute them into matter of duration.
No good poetry is ever written in a manner twenty years old, for to write in
such a manner shows conclusively that the writer thinks from books,
convention and cliche, and not from life, yet a man feeling the divorce of
life and his art may naturally try to resurrect a forgotten mode if he finds in



that mode some leaven, or if he thinks he sees in it some element lacking in
contemporary art which might unite that art again to its sustenance, life.

In the art of Daniel and Cavalcanti, a I have seen that precision which I
miss in the Victorians, that explicit rendering, be it of external nature, or of

emotion. Their testimony is of the eyewitness, their symptoms are first
hand.

As for the nineteenth century, with all respect to its achievements, I think
we shall look back upon it as a rather blurry, messy sort of a period, a rather
sentimentalistic, mannerish sort of a period. I say this without any self-
righteousness, with no self-satisfaction.

As for there being a ‘movement’ or my being of it, the conception of poetry
as a ‘pure art’ in the sense in which I use the term, revived with Swinburne.
From the puritanical revolt to Swinburne, poetry had been merely the
vehicle —yes, definitely, Arthur Symons's scruples and feelings about the
word not withholding—the ox-cart and post-chaise for transmitting
thoughts poetic or otherwise. And perhaps the ‘great Victorians', though it is
doubtful, and assuredly the ‘nineties' continued the development of the art,
confining their improvements, however, chiefly to sound and to refinements
of manner.

Mr Yeats has once and for all stripped English poetry of its perdamnable
rhetoric. He has boiled away all that is not poetic—and a good deal that is.
He has become a classic in his own lifetime and ncl mezzo del cammin [in
the middle of his life]. He has made our poetic idiom a thing pliable, a
speech without inversions.

Robert Bridges, Maurice Hewlett, and Frederic Manning are 5 in their
different ways seriously concerned with overhauling the metric, in testing
the language and its adaptability to certain modes. Ford Hueffer is making
some sort of experiments in modernity. The Provost of Oriel” continues his
translation of the Divina Commedia .

As to twentieth-century poetry, and the poetry which I expect to see written



a Guido Cavalcanti (1250-1300), Italian philosopher and poet, friend of
Dante.

b Charles Lancelot Shadwell (1840-1919), Provost of Oriel 1905-14,
published translations of the Purgatorio and Paradiso in 1892, 1899 and
1915*
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during the next decade or so, it will, I think, move against poppy-cock, it
will be harder and saner, it will be what Mr Hewlett calls ‘nearer the bone’.
It will be as much like granite as it can be, its force will lie in its truth, its
interpretative power (of course, poetic force does always rest there); I mean
it will not try to seem forcible by rhetorical din, and luxurious riot. We will
have fewer painted adjectives impeding the shock and stroke of it. At least
for myself, I want it so, austere, direct, free from emotional slither.

What is there now, in 1917, to be added?
Re vers libre

I think the desire for vers libre is due to the sense of quantity reasserting
itself after years of starvation. But I doubt if we can take over, for English,
the rules of quantity laid down for Greek and Latin, mostly by Latin
grammarians.

I think one should write vers libre only when one ‘must’, that is to say, only
when the ‘thing’ builds up a rhythm more beautiful than that of set metres,
or more real, more a part of the emotion of the ‘thing’, more germane,
intimate, interpretative than the measure of regular accentual verse; a
rhythm which discontents one with set iambic or set anapaestic.

Eliot has said the thing very well when he said, ‘No vers is libre for the man
who wants to do a good job.’

As a matter of detail, there is vers libre with accent heavily marked as a
drum-beat (as par example my ‘Dance Figure’), and on the other hand I
think I have gone as far as can profitably be gone in the other direction (and



perhaps too far). I mean I do not think one can use to any advantage
rhythms much more tenuous and imperceptible than some I have used. I
think progress lies rather in an attempt to approximate classical quantitative

metres (not to copy them) than in a carelessness regarding such things. I * *
% 3k 6

I agree with John Yeats on the relation of beauty to certitude. I prefer satire,
which is due to emotion, to any sham of emotion.
I have had to write, or at least I have written a good deal about art, sculp-

ture, painting, and poetry. I have seen what seemed to me the best
contemporary work reviled and obstructed. Can anyone write prose of
permanent or durable interest when he is merely saying for one year what
nearly every one will say at the end of three or four years? I have been
battistrada for a sculptor, a painter, a novelist, several poets. I wrote also of
certain French writers in The New Age in nineteen twelve or eleven.

I would much rather that people would look at Brzeska’s sculpture and
Lewis’s drawings, and that they would read Joyce, Jules Romains, Eliot,
than that they should read what I have said of these men, or that I should be
asked to republish argumentative essays and reviews.

All that the critic can do for the reader or audience or spectator is to focus
his gaze or audition. Rightly or wrongly I think my blasts and essays have
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done their work, and that more people are now likely to go to the sources
than are likely to read this book.

Jammes’s* ‘Existences’ in ‘La Triomphe de la Vie ’ is available. So are his
early poems. I think we need a convenient anthology rather than descriptive
criticism. Carl Sandburg wrote me from Chicago, ‘It’s hell when poets can’t
afford to buy each other’s books.” Half the people who care, only borrow. In
America so few people know each other that the difficulty lies more than
half in distribution. Perhaps one should make an anthology: Romains’s ‘Un



Etre en Marche’ and ‘Prieres’, Vildrac’s ‘Visite’. Retrospectively the fine
wrought work of Laforgue, the flashes of Rimbaud, the hard-bit lines of
Tristan Corbiere, Tailhade’s sketches in ‘Poemes Aristophanesques’, the
‘Litanies’ of De Gourmont.

It is difficult at all times to write of the fine arts, it is almost impossible
unless one can accompany one’s prose with many reproductions. Still I
would seize this chance or any chance to reaffirm my belief in Wyndham
Lewis’s genius, both in his drawings and his writings. And I would name an
out of the way prose book, the ‘Scenes and Portraits’ of Frederic Manning,
as well as James Joyce’s short stories and novel, Dubliners and the now
well known Portrait of the Artist as well as Lewis’s Tarr, if, that is, I may
treat my strange reader as if he were a new friend come into the room,
intent on ransacking my bookshelf.

Only emotion endures

‘Only emotion endures.’ Surely it is better for me to name over the few
beautiful poems that still ring in my head than for me to search my flat for
back numbers of periodicals and rearrange all that I have said about friendly
and hostile writers.

The first twelve lines of Padraic Colum’s ‘Drover’; his ‘O Woman shapely
as a swan, on your account I shall not die’; Joyce’s ‘I hear an army’; the
lines of Yeats that ring in my head and in the heads of all young men of my
time who care for poetry: Braseal and the Fisherman, ‘The fire that stirs
about her when she stirs’; the later lines of ‘The Scholars’, the faces of the
Magi; William Carlos Williams’s ‘Postlude’, Aldington’s version of
‘Atthis’, and H. D.’s waves like pine tops, and her verse in ‘Des Imagistes’
the first anthology; Hueffer’s ‘How red your lips are’ in his translation from
Von der Vogelweide, his ‘Three Ten’, the general effect of his ‘On Heaven’;
his sense of the prose values or prose qualities in poetry; his ability to write
poems that half-chant and are spoiled by a musician’s additions; beyond
these a poem by Alice Corbin, ‘One City Only’, and another ending ‘But
sliding water over a stone’. These things have worn smooth in my head and
I am not through with them, nor with Aldington’s ‘In Via Sestina’ nor his
other poems in ‘Des Imagistes’, though people have told me their flaws. It



may be that their content is too much embedded in me for me to look back
at the words.

a Francis Jammes (1868-1938), French poet and novelist.
Pound A retrospect

I am almost a different person when I come to take up the argument for
Eliot’s poems.

Notes

1. A group of early essays and notes which appeared under this title in
Pavannes and Divisions (1918). ‘A Few Dont’s’ was first printed in Poetry,
I, 6 (March, 1913).

2. This is for rhythm, his vocabulary must of course be found in his native
tongue.

3. Poetry and Drama (then the Poetry Review, edited by Harold Monro),
February 1912.

4. Dante, De Volgari Eloquio.

5. December 1911.

6. Let me date this statement 20 August 1917.
T. S. Eliot

Thomas Stearns Eliot (1888-1965) was one of the greatest poets and most
influential critics of our time. Born in St Louis, Missouri, he was educated
at Harvard and Oxford universities, and also studied for short periods in
France and Germany. In 1914 he settled permanently in England, and
became a naturalized citizen in 1927. His first major poem, The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock appeared in 1915. The Waste Land, which made Eliot
the poetic spokesman of his generation, was published in 1922. In the
meantime Eliot had become the friend and protege of Ezra Pound (see
above, pp. 57-68) and had begun to publish the essays and reviews that



were collected in The Sacred Wood (1920). In 1922 Eliot founded his own
journal, The Criterion, which he edited until 1939. After earning his living
as a banker for some years, Eliot joined the publishing firm of Faber and
Faber, of which he eventually became a director. In the Preface to a volume
of essays, For Lancelot Andrewes (1928), Eliot described his beliefs as
‘classical in literature, royalist in politics, anglo-catholic in religion’, and
these attitudes became more marked in his prose and verse through the
subsequent decade. The Collected Poems 1909-35 (1936) and Four Quartets
(1944) comprise the essential canon of his poetry. In 1935 he produced a
verse drama, Murder in the Cathedral, and subsequently wrote several more
verse plays of which the most successful was The Cocktail Party (1950). In
1948 T. S. Eliot’s career was crowned with the award of the Nobel Prize for
Literature and the Order of Merit.

Eliot’s critical output was copious, and much of it is uncollected or out of
print. Selected Essays (3rd edition, 1951) is the basic text, a substantial
collection of representative work. It is usefully supplemented by Selected
Prose (1953), edited by John Hayward. Eliot’s was a mind cultured and
cosmopolitan, that ranged widely and confidently over European literature,
ancient and modern. Like many critics his interests, focused intently on
literature at the beginning of his career, broadened out gradually to
encompass ‘culture’ as a whole—popular art, religion, education, and social
institutions (see particularly Notes Towards the Definition of Culture,
1948). Almost everything he wrote gave food for thought, but as far as the
development of modern literary criticism is concerned, it was the early
essays that had the decisive influence. They created, at least for a time, a
powerful alliance between the literary avant-garde and the more progressive
critics and teachers of literature in the universities. Here, English was
rapidly emerging after World War I as the central humanities subject, but it
lacked intellectual discipline and a concept of literary tradition that made
sense in the twentieth century. Eliot’s early essays seemed to offer both
these things—or at least hints towards achieving them which were
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quickly taken up by academic critics like I. A. Richards, F. R. Leavis, and
the American New Critics. In the area of literary taste, Eliot focused
enthusiastic attention upon Elizabethan and Jacobean drama and the
Metaphysical poets of the seventeenth century, while casting doubts upon
the achievement of Milton and the major Romantic and Victorian poets.
This redefinition of the English poetic tradition had the double effect of
stimulating a good deal of healthy controversy in the groves of academe,
and of educating public taste in understanding and appreciation of the kind
of poetry Eliot himself was writing. The connection is clearly made in the
essay ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ (1921):

It appears likely that poets in our civilization, as it exists at present, must be
difficult The poet must become more and more comprehensive, more
allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language
into his meaning Hence we get something which looks very much like

the conceit—we get, in fact, a method curiously similar to that of the
‘metaphysical poets’.

The theoretical basis for making this kind of connection between
contemporary and past poetry is formulated in ‘Tradition and the Individual
Talent’ (1919), probably the most celebrated critical essay in English of the
twentieth century. “The Function of Criticism’ (1923) is less well known,
but the essays are complementary, and it is not by chance that they are
paired together at the beginning of Selected Essays.

The main dynamic of Anglo-American criticism from the "twenties to the
’fifties might be described as the pursuit of objectivity in criticism, by
eliminating as far as possible all evidence extraneous to the text, the ‘words
on the page'. The essays on the intentional and affective fallacies by W. K.
Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley (see below, pp. 333-58) are late and
sophisticated expositions of this critical doctrine. ‘Tradition and the
Individual Talent’ is essentially anti-intentionalist, and ‘The Function of
Criticism’ essentially anti-affective: when this is recognized, the seminal
significance of Eliot’s early essays becomes vividly apparent.
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Tradition and the individual talent

In English writing we seldom speak of tradition, though we occasionally
apply its name in deploring its absence. We cannot refer to ‘the tradition’ or
to ‘a tradition’; at most, we employ the adjective in saying that the poetry of
So-and-so is ‘traditional’ or even ‘too traditional’. Seldom, perhaps, does
the word appear except in a phrase of censure. If otherwise, it is vaguely
approbative, with the implication, as to the work approved, of some
pleasing archaeological reconstruction. You can hardly make the word
agreeable to English ears without this comfortable reference to the
reassuring science of archaeology.

Certainly the word is not likely to appear in our appreciations of living or
dead writers. Every nation, every race, has not only its own creative, but its
own critical turn of mind; and is even more oblivious of the shortcomings
and limitations of its critical habits than of those of its creative genius. We
know, or think we know, from the enormous mass of critical writing that
has appeared in the French language the critical method or habit of the
French; we only conclude (we are such unconscious people) that the French
are ‘more critical’ than we, and sometimes even plume ourselves a little
with the fact, as if the French were the less spontaneous. Perhaps they are;



but we might remind ourselves that criticism is as inevitable as breathing,
and that we should be none the worse for articulating what passes in our
minds when we read a book and feel an emotion about it, for criticizing our
own minds in their work of criticism. One of the facts that might come to
light in this process is our tendency to insist, when we praise a poet, upon
those aspects of his work in which he least resembles anyone else. In these
aspects or parts of his work we pretend to find what is individual, what is
the peculiar essence of the man. We dwell with satisfaction upon the poet’s
difference from his predecessors, especially his immediate predecessors; we
endeavour to find something that can be isolated in order to be enjoyed.
Whereas if we approach a poet without this prejudice we shall often find
that not only the best, but the most individual parts of his work may be
those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most
vigorously. And I do not mean the impressionable period of adolescence,
but the period of full maturity.

Yet if the only form of tradition, of handing down, consisted in following
the ways of the immediate generation before us in a blind or timid
adherence to its successes, ‘tradition’ should positively be discouraged. We
have seen many such simple currents soon lost in the sand; and novelty is
better than repetition. Tradition is a matter of much wider significance. It
cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour. It
involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we may call nearly
indispensable to anyone who
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would continue to be a poet beyond his twenty-fifth year; and the historical
sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its
presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his
own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the
literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of
his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous
order. 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. And it is at the same time what makes a writer most
acutely conscious of his place in time, of his own contemporaneity.



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 artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him, for
contrast and comparison, among the dead. I mean this as a principle of
aesthetic, not merely historical, criticism. The necessity that he shall
conform, that he shall cohere, is not onesided; what happens when a new
work of art is created is something that happens simultaneously to all the
works of art which preceded it. The existing monuments form an ideal order
among themselves, which is modified by the introduction of the new (the
really new) work of art among them. The existing order is complete before
the new work arrives; for order to persist after the supervention of novelty,
the whole existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so the
relations, proportions, values of each work of art towards the whole are
readjusted; and this is conformity between the old and the new. Whoever
has approved this idea of order, of the form of European, of English
literature will not find it preposterous that the past should be altered by the
present as much as the present is directed by the past. And the poet who is
aware of this will be aware of great difficulties and responsibilities.

In a peculiar sense he will be aware also that he must inevitably be judged
by the standards of the past. I say judged, not amputated, by them; not
judged to be as good as, or worse or better than, the dead; and certainly not
judged by the canons of dead critics. It is a judgment, a comparison, in
which two things are measured by each other. To conform merely would be
for the new work not really to conform at all; it would not be new, and
would therefore not be a work of art. And we do not quite say that the new
is more valuable because it fits in; but its fitting in is a test of its value—a
test, it is true, which can only be slowly and cautiously applied, for we are
none of us infallible judges of conformity. We say: it appears to conform,
and is perhaps individual, or it appears individual, and may conform; but
we are hardly likely to find that it is one and not the other.

To proceed to a more intelligible exposition of the relation of the poet to the
past: he can neither take the past as a lump, an indiscriminate bolus, nor can
he form himself wholly on one or two private admirations, nor can he form
himself wholly upon one preferred period. The first course is inadmissible,
the second is an important experience of youth, and the third is a pleasant



and highly desirable supplement. The poet must be very conscious of the
main current, which does not at all flow invariably through the most
distinguished
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reputations. He must be quite aware of the obvious fact that art never
improves, but that the material of art is never quite the same. He must be
aware that the mind of Europe—the mind of his own country—a mind
which he learns in time to be much more important than his own private
mind—is a mind which changes, and that this change is a development
which abandons nothing en route, which does not superannuate either
Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock drawing of the Magdalenian
draughtsmen. That this development, refinement perhaps, complication
certainly, is not, from the point of view of the artist, any improvement.
Perhaps not even an improvement from the point of view of the
psychologist or not to the extent which we imagine; perhaps only in the end
based upon a complication in economics and machinery. But the difference
between the present and the past is that the conscious present is an
awareness of the past in a way and to an extent which the past's awareness
of itself cannot show.

Someone said: The dead writers are remote from us because we know so
much more than they did.' Precisely, and they are that which we know.

I am alive to a usual objection to what is clearly part of my programme for
the metier of poetry. The objection is that the doctrine requires a ridiculous
amount of erudition (pedantry), a claim which can be rejected by appeal to
the lives of poets in any pantheon. It will even be affirmed that much
learning deadens or perverts poetic sensibility. While, however, we persist
in believing that a poet ought to know as much as will not encroach upon
his necessary receptivity and necessary laziness, it is not desirable to
confine knowledge to whatever can be put into a useful shape for
examinations, drawing-rooms, or the still more pretentious modes of
publicity. Some can absorb knowledge, the more tardy must sweat for it.
Shakespeare acquired more essential history from Plutarch than most men
could from the whole British Museum. What is to be insisted upon is that



the poet must develop or procure the consciousness of the past and that he
should continue to develop this consciousness throughout his career.

What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment to
something which is more valuable. The progress of an artist is a continual
self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality.

There remains to define this process of depersonalization and its relation to
the sense of tradition. It is in this depersonalization that art may be said to
approach the condition of science. I therefore invite you to consider, as a
suggestive analogy, the action which takes place when a bit of finely filiated
platinum is introduced into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur
dioxide.

Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation are directed not upon the poet
but upon the poetry. If we attend to the confused cries of the newspaper
critics and the susurrus of popular repetition that follows, we shall hear the
names of poets in great numbers; if we seek not Blue-book knowledge but
the enjoyment of
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poetry, and ask for a poem, we shall seldom find it. I have tried to point out
the importance of the relation of the poem to other poems by other authors,
and suggested the conception of poetry as a living whole of all the poetry
that has ever been written. The other aspect of this Impersonal theory of
poetry is the relation of the poem to its author. And I hinted, by an analogy,
that the mind of the mature poet differs from that of the immature one not
precisely in any valuation of 'personality’, not being necessarily more
interesting, or having more to say’, but rather by being a more finely
perfected medium in which special, or varied, feelings are at liberty to enter
into new combinations.

The analogy was that of the catalyst. When the two gases previously
mentioned are mixed in the presence of a filament of platinum, they form
sulphurous acid. This combination takes place only if the platinum is
present; nevertheless the newly formed acid contains no trace of platinum,
and the platinum itself is apparently unaffected: has remained inert, neutral,



and unchanged. The mind of the poet is the shred of platinum. It may partly
or exclusively operate upon the experience of the man himself; but, the
more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the man
who suffers and the mind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind
digest and transmute the passions which are its material.

The experience, you will notice, the elements which enter the presence of
the transforming catalyst, are of two kinds: emotions and feelings. The
effect of a work of art upon the person who enjoys it is an experience
different in kind from any experience not of art. It may be formed out of
one emotion, or may be a combination of several; and various feelings,
inhering for the writer in particular words or phrases or images, may be
added to compose the final result. Or great poetry may be made without the
direct use of any emotion whatever: composed out of feelings solely. Canto
XV of the Inferno (Brunetto Latini) is a working up of the emotion evident
in the situation; but the effect, though single as that of any work of art, is
obtained by considerable complexity of detail. The last quatrain * 7 gives
an image, a feeling attaching to an image, which ‘came’, which did not
develop simply out of what precedes, but which was probably in suspension
in the poet’s mind until the proper combination arrived for it to add itself to.
The poet’s mind is in fact 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.

If you compare several representative passages of the greatest poetry you
see how great is the variety of types of combination, and also how
completely any semi-ethical criterion of ‘sublimity’ misses the mark. For it
is not the ‘greatness’, the intensity, of the emotions, the components, but the
intensity of the artistic process, the pressure, so to speak, under which the
fusion takes place, that

a In the translation of Dorothy L. Sayers:
Then he turned round,

And seemed like one of those who over the flat And open course in the
fields beside Verona Run for the green cloth; and he seemed, at that,



Not like a loser, but the winning runner.
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counts. The episode of Paolo and Francesca employs a definite emotion, but
the intensity of the poetry is something quite different from whatever
intensity in the supposed experience it may give the impression of. It is no
more intense, furthermore, than Canto XXVI, the voyage of Ulysses, which
has not the direct dependence upon an emotion. Great variety is possible in
the process of transmutation of emotion : the murder of Agamemnon, or the
agony of Othello, gives an artistic effect apparently closer to a possible
original than the scenes from Dante. In the Agamemnon, the artistic
emotion approximates to the emotion of an actual spectator; in Othello to
the emotion of the protagonist himself. But the difference between art and
the event is always absolute; the combination which is the murder of
Agamemnon is probably as complex as that which is the voyage of Ulysses.
In either case there has been a fusion of elements. The ode of Keats
contains a number of feelings which have nothing particular to do with the
nightingale, but which the nightingale, partly perhaps because of its
attractive name, and partly because of its reputation, served to bring
together.

The point of view which I am struggling to attack is perhaps related to the
metaphysical theory of the substantial unity of the soul: for my meaning is,
that the poet has, not a 'personality’ to express, but a particular medium,
which is only a medium and not a personality, in which impressions and
experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected ways. Impressions and
experiences which are important for the man may take no place in the
poetry, and those which become important in the poetry may play quite a
negligible part in the man, the personality.

I will quote a passage which is unfamiliar enough to be regarded with fresh
attention in the light—or darkness—of these observations:

And now methinks I could e’en chide myself For doating on her beauty,
though her death Shall be revenged after no common action.



Does the silkworm expend her yellow labours For thee? For thee does she
undo herself?

Are lordships sold to maintain ladyships For the poor benefit of a
bewildering minute?

Why does yon fellow falsify highways,
Ana put his life between the judge’s lips,

To refine such a thing—keeps horse and men To beat their valours for
her?... a

In this passage (as is evident if it is taken in its context) there is a
combination of positive and negative emotions: an intensely strong
attraction towards beauty and an equally intense fascination by the ugliness
which is contrasted with it and which destroys it. This balance of contrasted
emotion is in the dramatic situation to which the speech is pertinent, but
that situation alone is inadequate to it. This is, so to speak, the structural
emotion, provided by the drama. But the whole effect, the dominant tone, is
due to the fact that a number of floating feelings, having an affinity to this
emotion by no means

a Cyril Tourneur, The Revenger’s Tragedy (1607), I1I, iv.
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superficially evident, have combined with it to give us a new art emotion.

It is not in his personal emotions, the emotions provoked by particular
events in his life, that the poet is in any way remarkable or interesting. His
particular emotions may be simple, or crude, or flat. The emotion in his
poetry will be a very complex thing, but not with the complexity of the
emotions of people who have very complex or unusual emotions in life.
One error, in fact, of eccentricity in poetry is to seek for new human
emotions to express; and in this search for novelty in the wrong place it
discovers the perverse. The business of the poet is not to find new emotions,
but to use the ordinary ones and, in working them up into poetry, to express



feelings which are not in actual emotions at all. And emotions which he has
never experienced will serve his turn as well as those familiar to him.
Consequently, we must believe that ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’/ is
an inexact formula. For it is neither emotion, nor recollection, nor, without
distortion of meaning, tranquillity. It is a concentration, and a new thing
resulting from the concentration, of a very great number of experiences
which to the practical and active person would not seem to be experiences
at all; it is a concentration which does not happen consciously or of
deliberation. These experiences are not ‘recollected’, and they finally unite
in an atmosphere which is ‘tranquil’ only in that it is a passive attending
upon the event. Of course this is not quite the whole story. There is a great
deal, in the writing of poetry, which must be conscious and deliberate. In
fact, the bad poet is usually unconscious where he ought to be conscious,
and conscious where he ought to be unconscious. Both errors tend to make
him ‘personal’. 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. But, of course, only those who have personality and emotions
know what it means to want to escape from these things.

o Sc vovs Ivids OcLorcpov tl Kal airades eoTiv.b

This essay proposes to halt at the frontier of metaphysics or mysticism, and
confine itself to such practical conclusions as can be applied by the
responsible person interested in poetry. To divert interest from the poet to
the poetry is a laudable aim: for it would conduce to a juster estimation of
actual poetry, good and bad. There are many people who appreciate the
expression of sincere emotion in verse, and there is a smaller number of
people who can appreciate technical excellence. But very few know when
there is an expression of significant emotion, emotion which has its life in
the poem and not in the history of the poet. The emotion of art is
impersonal. And the poet cannot reach this impersonality without
surrendering himself wholly to the work to be done. And he is not likely to
know what is to be done unless he believes in what is not

a ‘Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its
origins from emotion recollected in tranquillity.” Wordsworth, Preface to
Lyrical Ballads (1800).



b ‘While the intellect is doubtless a thing more divine and is impassive.'
Aristotle, De A nima.
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merely the present, but the present moment of the past, unless he is
conscious, not of what is dead, but of what is already living.

The function of criticism
i

Writing several years ago on the subject of the relation of the new to the old
in art, I formulated a view to which I still adhere, in sentences which I take
the liberty of quoting, because the present paper is an application of the
principle they express:

The existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is
modified by the introduction of the new (the really new) work of art among
them. The existing order is complete before the new work arrives; for order
to persist after the supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must
be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so the relations, proportions, values of
each work of art towards the whole are readjusted; and this is conformity
between the old and the new. Whoever has approved this idea of order, of
the form of European, of English literature, will not find it preposterous that
the past should be altered by the present as much as the present is directed
by the past.

I was dealing then with the artist, and the sense of tradition which, it
seemed to me, the artist should have; but it was generally a problem of
order; and the function of criticism seems to be essentially a problem of
order too. I thought of literature then, as I think of it now, of the literature of
the world, of the literature of Europe, of the literature of a single country,
not as a collection of the writings of individuals, but as ‘organic wholes', as
systems in relation to which, and only in relation to which, individual works
of literary art, and the works of individual artists, have their significance.
There is accordingly something outside of the artist to which he owes
allegiance, a devotion to which he must surrender and sacrifice himself in



order to earn and to obtain his unique position. A common inheritance and a
common cause unite artists consciously or unconsciously: it must be
admitted that the union is mostly unconscious. Between the true artists of
any time there is, I believe, an unconscious community. And, as our
instincts of tidiness imperatively command us not to leave to the haphazard
of unconsciousness what we can attempt to do consciously, we are forced to
conclude that what happens unconsciously we could bring about, and form
into a purpose, if we made a conscious attempt. The second-rate artist, of
course, cannot afford to surrender himself to any common action; for his
chief task is the assertion of all the trifling differences which are his
distinction: only the man who has so much to give that he can forget
himself in his work can afford to collaborate, to exchange, to contribute.
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If such views are held about art, it follows that a fortiori whoever holds
them must hold similar views about criticism. When I say criticism, I mean
of course in this place the commentation and exposition of works of art by
means of written words; for of the general use of the word ‘criticism' to
mean such writings, as Matthew Arnold uses it in his essay", I shall
presently make several qualifications. No exponent of criticism (in this
limited sense) has, I presume, ever made the preposterous assumption that
criticism is an autotelic” activity. I do not deny that art may be affirmed to
serve ends beyond itself; but art is not required to be aware of these ends,
and indeed performs its function, whatever that may be, according to
various theories of value, much better by indifference to them. Criticism, on
the other hand, must always profess an end in view, which, roughly
speaking, appears to be the elucidation of works of art and the correction of
taste. The critic's task, therefore, appears to be quite clearly cut out for him;
and it ought to be comparatively easy to decide whether he performs it
satisfactorily, and in general, what kinds of criticism are useful and what are
otiose. But on giving the matter a little attention, we perceive that criticism,
far from being a simple and orderly field of beneficent activity, from which
impostors can be readily ejected, is no better than a Sunday park of
contending and contentious orators, who have not even arrived at the
articulation of their differences. Here, one would suppose, was a place for
quiet cooperative labour. The critic, one would suppose, if he is to justify



his existence, should endeavour to discipline his personal prejudices and
cranks—tares to which we are all subject—and compose his differences
with as many of his fellows as possible, in the common pursuit of true
judgment. When we find that quite the contrary prevails, we begin to
suspect that the critic owes his livelihood to the violence and extremity of
his opposition to other critics, or else to some trifling oddities of his own
with which he contrives to season the opinions which men already hold, and
which out of vanity or sloth they prefer to maintain. We are tempted to
expel the lot.

Immediately after such an eviction, or as soon as relief has abated our rage,
we are compelled to admit that there remain certain books, certain essays,
certain sentences, certain men, who have been ‘useful’ to us. And our next
step is to attempt to classify these, and find out whether we establish any
principles for deciding what kinds of book should be preserved, and what
aims and methods of criticism should be followed.

The view of the relation of the work of art to art, of the work of literature to
literature, of ‘criticism’ to criticism, which I have outlined above, seemed to
me natural and self-evident. I owe to Mr Middleton Murry" my perception
of the contentious character of the problem; or rather, my perception that
there is a

"“The Function of Criticism at the Present Xime’ (1864).
b Containing within itself its end or purpose.

"Middleton Murry (1889—1957) literary critic and (at this time) editor of
the Adclphi, which he founded.
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definite and final choice involved. To Mr Murry I feel an increasing debt of
gratitude. Most of our critics are occupied in labour of obnubilation; in
reconciling, in hushing up, in patting down, in squeezing in, in glozing
over, in concocting pleasant sedatives, in pretending that the only difference
between themselves and others is that they are nice men and the others of
very doubtful repute. Mr Murry is not one of these. He is aware that there



are definite positions to be taken, and that now and then one must actually
reject something and select something else. He is not the anonymous writer
who in a literary paper several years ago asserted that Romanticism and
Classicism are much the same thing, and that the true Classical Age in
France was the Age which produced the Gothic cathedrals and—1Jeanne
d’Arc. With Mr Murry’s formulation of Classicism and Romanticism I
cannot agree; the difference seems to me rather the difference between the
complete and the fragmentary, the adult and the immature, the orderly and
the chaotic. But what Mr Murry does show is that there are at least two
attitudes towards literature and towards everything, and that you cannot
hold both. And the attitude which he professes appears to imply that the
other has no standing in England whatever. For it is made a national, a
racial issue.

Mr Murry makes his issue perfectly clear. ‘Catholicism,’ he says, ‘stands
for the principle of unquestioned spiritual authority outside the individual;
that is also the principle of Classicism in literature.” Within the orbit within
which Mr Murry’s discussion moves, this seems to me an unimpeachable
definition, though it is of course not all that there is to be said about either
Catholicism or Classicism. Those of us who find ourselves supporting what
Mr Murry calls Classicism believe that men cannot get on without giving
allegiance to something outside themselves. I am aware that ‘outside’ and
‘inside’ are terms which provide unlimited opportunity for quibbling, and
that no psychologist would tolerate a discussion which shuffled such base
coinage; but I will presume that Mr Murry and myself can agree that for our
purpose these counters are adequate, and concur in disregarding the
admonitions of our psychological friends. If you find that you have to
imagine it as outside, then it is outside. If, then, a man’s interest is political,
he must, I presume, profess an allegiance to principles, or to a form of
government, or to a monarch; and if he is interested in religion, and has one,
to a Church; and if he happens to be interested in literature, he must
acknowledge, it seems to me, just that sort of allegiance which I
endeavoured to put forth in the preceding section. There is, nevertheless, an
alternative, which Mr Murry has expressed. ‘“The English writer, the English
divine, the English statesman, inherit no rules from their forebears; they
inherit only this: a sense that in the last resort they must depend upon the
inner voice.” This statement does, I admit, appear to cover certain cases; it



throws a flood of light upon Mr Lloyd George. But why ‘in the last resort ’?
Do they, then, avoid the dictates of the inner voice up to the last extremity?
My belief is that those who possess this inner voice are ready enough to
hearken to it, and will hear no other. The inner voice, in fact, sounds
remarkably like an old principle which has been formulated by an elder
critic * 7 in the now familiar phrase of ‘doing as

"Matthew Arnold, in Culture and Anarchy (1869).
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one likes'. The possessors of the inner voice ride ten in a compartment to a
football match at Swansea, listening to the inner voice, which breathes the
eternal message of vanity, fear, and lust.

Mr Murry will say, with some show of justice, that this is a wilful
misrepresentation. He says: ‘If they (the English writer, divine, statesman)
dig deep enough in their pursuit of self-knowledge—a piece of mining done
not with the intellect alone, but with the whole man—they will come upon a
self that is universal’—an exercise far beyond the strength of our football
enthusiasts. It is an exercise, however, which I believe was of enough
interest to Catholicism for several handbooks to be written on its practice.
But the Catholic practitioners were, I believe, with the possible exception of
certain heretics, not palpitating Narcissi; the Catholic did not believe that
God and himself were identical. The man who truly interrogates himself
will ultimately hear the voice of God/ Mr Murry says. In theory, this leads
to a form of pantheism which I maintain is not European—just as Mr Murry
maintains that ‘Classicism’ is not English. For its practical results, one may
refer to the verses of Hudibras. a

I did not realize that Mr Murry was the spokesman for a considerable sect,
until I read in the editorial columns of a dignified daily that ‘magnificent as
the representatives of the classical genius have been in England, they are
not the sole expressions of the English character, which remains at bottom
obstinately “humorous” and nonconformist’. This writer is moderate in
using the qualification sole, and brutally frank in attributing this
‘humorousness’ to ‘the unreclaimed Teutonic element in us’. But it strikes
me that Mr Murry, and this other voice, are either too obstinate or too



tolerant. The question is, the first question, not what comes natural or what
comes easy to us, but what is right? Either one attitude is better than the
other, or else it is indifferent. But how can such a choice be indifferent?
Surely the reference to racial origins, or the mere statement that the French
are thus, and the English otherwise, is not expected to settle the question:
which, of two antithetical views, is right? And I cannot understand why the
opposition between Classicism and Romanticism should be profound
enough in Latin countries (Mr Murry says it is) and yet of no significance
among ourselves. For if the French are naturally classical, why should there
be any ‘opposition’ in France, any more than there is here? And if
Classicism is not natural to them, but something acquired, why not acquire
it here? Were the French in the year 1600 classical, and the English in the
same year romantic? A more important difference, to my mind, is that the
French in the year 1600 had already a more mature prose .

This discussion may seem to have led us a long way from the subject of this
paper. But it was worth my while to follow Mr Murry’s comparison of
Outside Authority with the Inner Voice. For to those who obey the inner
voice (perhaps ‘obey’ is not the word) nothing that I'can say about criticism
will have the

°A long poem by Samuel Butler (1612-80) satirizing puritan dissenting
sects.
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slightest value. For they will not be interested in the attempt to find any
common principles for the pursuit of criticism. Why have principles, when
one has the inner voice? If I like a thing, that is all I want; and if enough of
us, shouting all together, like it, that should be all that you (who don’t like
it) ought to want. The law of art, said Mr Clutton Brock 0, is all case law.
And we can not only like whatever we like to like but we can like it for any
reason we choose. We are not, in fact, concerned with literary perfection at
all—the search for perfection is a sign of pettiness, for it shows that the
writer has admitted the existence of an unquestioned spiritual authority
outside himself, to which he has attempted to conform . We are not in fact
interested in art. We will not worship Baal. The principle of classical



leadership is that obeisance is made to the office or to the tradition, never to
the man/ And we want, not principles, but men.

Thus speaks the Inner Voice. It is a voice to which, for convenience, we
may give a name: and the name I suggest is Whiggery.

1A

Leaving, then, those whose calling and election are sure 6 and returning to
those who shamefully depend upon tradition and the accumulated wisdom
of time, and restricting the discussion to those who sympathize with each
other in this frailty, we may comment for a moment upon the use of the
terms 'critical’ and ‘creative’ by one whose place, on the whole, is with the
weaker brethren. Matthew Arnold distinguishes far too bluntly, it seems to
me, between the two activities: he overlooks the capital importance of
criticism in the work of creation itself. Probably, indeed, the larger part of
the labour of an author in composing his work is critical labour; the labour
of sifting, combining, constructing, expunging, correcting, testing : this
frightful toil is as much critical as creative. I maintain even that the
criticism employed by a trained and skilled writer on his own work is the
most vital, the highest kind of criticism; and (as I think I have said before)
that some creative writers are superior to others solely because their critical
faculty is superior. There is a tendency, and I think it is a whiggery
tendency, to decry this critical toil of the artist; to propound the thesis that
the great artist is an unconscious artist, unconsciously inscribing on his
banner the words Muddle Through. Those of us who are Inner Deaf Mutes
are, however, sometimes compensated by a humble conscience, which,
though without oracular expertness, counsels us to do the best we can,
reminds us that our compositions ought to be as free from defects as
possible (to atone for their lack of inspiration), and, in short, makes us
waste a good deal of time. We are aware, too, that the critical discrimination
which comes so hardly to us has in more fortunate men flashed in the very
heat of creation; and we do not assume that because works have been
composed without apparent critical labour, no critical labour has been done.
We do not know what previous labours

a Arthur Clutton-Brock (1868-1924), English critic.



6 An ironical allusion to the Calvinistic doctrine of salvation.
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have prepared, or what goes on, in the way of criticism, all the time in the
minds of the creators.

But this affirmation recoils upon us. If so large a part of creation is really
criticism, is not a large part of what is called ‘critical writing’ really
creative? If so, is there not creative criticism in the ordinary sense? The
answer seems to be, that there is no equation. I have assumed as axiomatic
that a creation, a work of art, is autotelic; and that criticism, by definition, is
about something other than itself. Hence you cannot fuse creation with
criticism as you can fuse criticism with creation. The critical activity finds
its highest, its true fulfilment in a kind of union with creation in the labour
of the artist.

But no writer is completely self-sufficient, and many creative writers have a
critical activity which is not all discharged into their work. Some seem to
require to keep their critical powers in condition for the real work by
exercising them miscellaneously; others, on completing a work, need to
continue the critical activity by commenting on it. There is no general rule.
And as men can learn from each other, so some of these treatises have been
useful to other writers. And some of them have been useful to those who
were not writers.

At one time I was inclined to take the extreme position that the only critics
worth reading were the critics who practised, and practised well, the art of
which they wrote. But I had to stretch this frame to make some important
inclusions; and I have since been in search of a formula which should cover
everything I wished to include, even if it included more than I wanted. And
the most important qualification which I have been able to find, which
accounts for the peculiar importance of the criticism of practitioners, is that
a critic must have a very highly developed sense of fact. This is by no
means a trifling or frequent gift. And it is not one which easily wins popular
commendations. The sense of fact is something very slow to develop, and
its complete development means perhaps the very pinnacle of civilization.
For there are so many spheres of fact to be mastered, and our outermost



sphere of fact, of knowledge, of control, will be ringed with narcotic fancies
in the sphere beyond. To the member of the Browning Study Circle, the
discussion of poets about poetry may seem arid, technical, and limited. It is
merely that the practitioners have clarified and reduced to a state of fact all
the feelings that the member can only enjoy in the most nebulous form; the
dry technique implies, for those who have mastered it, all that the member
thrills to; only that has been made into something precise, tractable, under
control. That, at all events, is one reason for the value of the practitioner’s
criticism—he is dealing with his facts, and he can help us to do the same.

And at every level of criticism I find the same necessity regnant. There is a
large part of critical writing which consists in ‘interpreting’ an author, a
work. This is not on the level of the Study Circle either; it occasionally
happens that one person obtains an understanding of another, or a creative
writer, which he can partially communicate, and which we feel to be true
and illuminating. It is difficult to confirm the ‘interpretation’ by external
evidence. To anyone who is skilled in fact on this level there will be
evidence enough. But who is to prove his own skill? And for every success
in this type of writing there are
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thousands of impostures. Instead of insight, you get a fiction. Your test is to
apply it again and again to the original, with your view of the original to
guide you. But there is no one to guarantee your competence, and once
again we find ourselves in a dilemma.

We must ourselves decide what is useful to us and what is not; and it is
quite likely that we are not competent to decide. But it is fairly certain that
‘interpretation’ (I am not touching upon the acrostic element in literature) is
only legitimate when it is not interpretation at all, but merely putting the
reader in possession of facts which he would otherwise have missed. I have
had some experience of Extension lecturing”, and I have found only two
ways of leading any pupils to like anything with the right liking: to present
them with a selection of the simpler kind of facts about a work—its
conditions, its setting, its genesis—or else to spring the work on them in
such a way that they were not prepared to be prejudiced against it. There



were many facts to help them with Elizabethan drama: the poems of T. E.
Hulme 6 only needed to be read aloud to have immediate effect.

Comparison and analysis, I have said before, and Remy de Gourmont has
said before me (a real master of fact—sometimes, I am afraid, when he
moved outside of literature, a master illusionist of fact), are the chief tools
of the critic. It is obvious indeed that they are tools, to be handled with care,
and not employed in an inquiry into the number of times giraffes are
mentioned in the English novel. They are not used with conspicuous
success by many contemporary writers. You must know what to compare
and what to analyse. The late Professor [W. P.] Ker had skill in the use of
these tools. Comparison and analysis need only the cadavers on the table;
but interpretation is always producing parts of the body from its pockets,
and fixing them in place. And any book, any essay, any note in Notes and
Queries, which produces a fact even of the lowest order about a work of art
is a better piece of work than nine-tenths of the most pretentious critical
journalism, in journals or in books. We assume, of course, that we are
masters and not servants of facts, and that we know that the discovery of
Shakespeare’s laundry bills would not be of much use to us; but we must
always reserve final judgment as to the futility of the research which has
discovered them, in the possibility that some genius will appear who will
know of a use to which to put them. Scholarship, even in its humblest
forms, has its rights; we assume that we know how to use it, and how to
neglect it. Of course the multiplication of critical books and essays may
create, and I have seen it create, a vicious taste for reading about works of
art instead of reading the works themselves, it may supply opinion instead
of educating taste. But fact cannot corrupt taste; it can at worst gratify one
taste—a taste for history, let us say, or antiquities, or biography—under the
illusion that it is assisting another. The real corrupters are those who supply
opinion or fancy; and Goethe and Coleridge are not guiltless—for what is
Coleridge’s Hamlet: is it an honest inquiry as far as the data permit, or is it
an attempt to present Coleridge in an attractive costume?

a Adult evening classes organized by a university.
b See below, pp. 92-104.
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We have not succeeded in finding such a test as anyone can apply; we have
been forced to allow ingress to innumerable dull and tedious books; but we
have, I think, found a test which, for those who are able to apply it, will
dispose of the really vicious ones. And with this test we may return to the
preliminary statement of the policy of literature and of criticism. For the
kinds of critical work which we have admitted, there is the possibility of
cooperative activity, with the further possibility of arriving at something
outside of ourselves, which may provisionally be called truth. But if anyone
complains that I have not defined truth, or fact, or reality, I can only say
apologetically that it was no part of my purpose to do so, but only to find a
scheme into which, whatever they are, they will fit, if they exist.

Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) was bom Adeline Virginia Stephen, the
daughter of Leslie Stephen, man-of-letters and first editor of the Dictionary
of National Biography. After his death in 1904, Virginia, with her two
brothers and her sister Vanessa (a painter who married the art critic Clive
Bell), moved to a house in the Bloomsbury area of London and thus formed
the nucleus of what was to become famous as the Bloomsbury Group. The
biographer and critic Lytton Strachey, the economist Maynard Keynes, and
the novelist E. M. Forster were among the luminaries of this circle, which
exerted considerable (some would say excessive) influence over English
literary and intellectual life between the wars.

Virginia Woolf (she married Leonard Woolf in 1912) began her literary
career as a reviewer and essayist; and she continued to write occasional
criticism after she had achieved fame as a novelist. 'Modern Fiction’, first
published in 1919, appears in retrospect as a kind of manifesto, attempting
to do for the novel what T. S. Eliot’s Tradition and the Individual Talent’
(published in the same year) did for poetry. The date is significant, both for
Virginia Woolf herself, and for modern literature generally. As references in
the essay indicate, James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), the most enduring
masterpiece of modernist fiction in English, was at that time appearing in
serial form in the Little Review; and despite what now appear rather prim
and grudging qualifications, Virginia Woolf clearly recognized the power
and originality of Joyce’s techniques, and the possibilities they suggested
for replacing the conventional (and, it seemed to Virginia Woolf, obsolete)
‘realism’ of the most popular novelists of the preceding generation—



Bennett, Wells, and Galsworthy. Virginia Woolf’s own first two novels,

The Voyage Out (1915) and Night and Day (1919) had been conventional
enough in form. ‘Modern Fiction’ therefore seems to herald her formal
experimentation, especially in rendering the ‘stream of consciousness’,
which began with Jacob's Room (1922) and reached its mature expression
in Mrs Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse (1927), and The Waves (1931).
‘Modem Fiction’ is reprinted here from Virginia Woolf’s Collected Essays ,
vol. ii (1966).
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commentary : J. K. Johnston, The Bloomsbury Group: a study of

E. M. Forster, Lytton Strachey, Virginia Woolf and their circle (1954)
Modern fiction

In making any survey, even the freest and loosest, of modern fiction, it is
difficult not to take it for granted that the modern practice of the art is
somehow an improvement upon the old. With their simple tools and
primitive materials, it might be said, Fielding did well and Jane Austen
even better, but compare their opportunities with ours! Their masterpieces
certainly have a strange air of simplicity. And yet the analogy between
literature and the process, to choose an example, of making motor cars
scarcely holds good beyond the first glance. It is doubtful whether in the
course of the centuries, though we have learnt much about making



machines, we have learnt anything about making literature. We do not come
to write better; all that we can be said to do is to keep moving, now a little
in this direction, now in that, but with a circular tendency should the whole
course of the track be viewed from a sufficiently lofty pinnacle. It need
scarcely be said that we make no claim to stand, even momentarily, upon
that vantage-ground. On the flat, in the crowd, half blind with dust, we look
back with envy to those happier warriors, whose battle is won and whose
achievements wear so serene an air of accomplishment that we can scarcely
refrain from whispering that the fight was not so fierce for them as for us. It
is for the historian of literature to decide; for him to say if we are now
beginning or ending or standing in the middle of a great period of prose
fiction, for down in the plain little is visible. We only know that certain
gratitudes and hostilities inspire us; that certain paths seem to lead to fertile
land, others to the dust and the desert; and of this perhaps it may be worth
while to attempt some account.



Our quarrel, then, is not with the classics, and if we speak of quarrelling
with Mr Wells, Mr Bennett, and Mr Galsworthy, it is partly that by the mere
fact of their existence in the flesh their work has a living, breathing,
everyday imperfection which bids us take what liberties with it we choose.
But it is also true, that, while we thank them for a thousand gifts, we reserve
our unconditional gratitude for Mr Hardy, for Mr Conrad, and in much
lesser degree for the Mr Hudson* 7 of The Purple Land, Green Mansions,
and Far Away and Long Ago. Mr Wells, Mr Bennett, and Mr Galsworthy
have excited so many hopes and disappointed them so persistently that our
gratitude largely takes

a William Henry Hudson (1841-1922), was born of American parents near
Buenos Aires, came to England in 1869, and took British citizenship in
1900. Green Mansions (1904), probably his best known work, is a romance
of the South American forest.
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the form of thanking them for having shown us what they might have done
but have not done; what we certainly could not do, but as certainly, perhaps,
do not wish to do. No single phrase will sum up the charge or grievance
which we have to bring against a mass of work so large in its volume and
embodying so many qualities, both admirable and the reverse. If we tried to
formulate our meaning in one word we should say that these three writers
are materialists. It is because they are concerned not with the spirit but with
the body that they have disappointed us, and left us with the feeling that the
sooner English fiction turns its back upon them, as politely as may be, and
marches, if only into the desert, the better for its soul. Naturally, no single
word reaches the centre of three separate targets. In the case of Mr Wells it
falls notably wide of the mark. And yet even with him it indicates to our
thinking the fatal alloy in his genius, the great clod of clay that has got itself
mixed up with the purity of his inspiration. But Mr Bennett is perhaps the
worst culprit of the three, inasmuch as he is by far the best workman. He
can make a book so well constructed and solid in its craftsmanship that it is
difficult for the most exacting of critics to see through what chink or crevice
decay can creep in. There is not so much as a draught between the frames of
the windows, or a crack in the boards. And yet—if life should refuse to live



there? That is a risk which the creator of The Old Wives’ T ale, George
Cannon, Edwin Clayhanger, and hosts of other figures, may well claim to
have surmounted. His characters live abundantly, even unexpectedly, but it
remains to ask how do they live, and what do they live for? More and more
they seem to us, deserting even the well-built villa in the Five Towns* to
spend their time in some softly padded first-class railway carriage, pressing
bells and buttons innumerable; and the destiny to which they travel so
luxuriously becomes more and more unquestionably an eternity of bliss
spent in the very best hotel in Brighton. It can scaicely be said of Mr Wells
that he is a materialist in the sense that he takes too much delight in the
solidity of his fabric. His mind is too generous in its sympathies to allow
him to spend much time in making things shipshape and substantial. He is a
materialist from sheer goodness of heart, taking upon his shoulders the
work that ought to have been discharged by Government officials, and in
the plethora of his ideas and facts scarcely having leisure to realize, or
foigetting to think important, the crudity and coarseness of his human
beings. Yet what more damaging criticism can there be both of his earth and
of his Hea\en than that they are to be inhabited here and hereafter by his
Joans and his Peters. Does not the inferiority of their natures tarnish
whatever institutions and ideals may be provided for them by the generosity
of their creator? Nor, profoundly though we respect the integrity and
humanity of Mr Galsworthy, shall we find what we seek in his pages.

If we fasten, then, one label on all these books, on which is one word,
materialists, we mean by it that they write of unimportant things; that they

a The Pottery towns of Tunstall, Burslem, Hanley, Stoke-on-Trent and
Longton which, under altered names, provide the setting for many of
Bennett s novels and stories.

&H. G. Wells’s novel Joan and Peter was published in 1918.
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spend immense skill and immense industry making the trivial and the
transitory appear the true and the enduring.



We have to admit that we are exacting, and, further, that we find it difficult
to justify our discontent by explaining what it is that we exact. We frame
our question differently at different times. But it reappears most persistently
as we drop the finished novel on the crest of a sigh—Is it worth while?
What is the point of it all? Can it be that, owing to one of those little
deviations which the human spirit seems to make from time to time, Mr
Bennett has come down with his magnificent apparatus for catching life just
an inch or two on the wrong side? Life escapes: and perhaps without life
nothing else is worth while. It is a confession of vagueness to have to make
use of such a figure as this, but we scarcely better the matter by speaking, as
critics are prone to do, of reality. Admitting the vagueness which afflicts all
criticism of novels, let us hazard the opinion that for us at this moment the
form of fiction most in vogue more often misses than secures the thing we
seek. Whether we call it life or spirit, truth or reality, this, the essential
thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses to be contained any longer in such
ill-fitting vestments as we provide. Nevertheless, we go on persevering,
conscientiously, constructing our two and thirty chapters after a design
which more and more ceases to resemble the vision in our minds. So much
of the enormous labour of proving the solidity, the likeness to life, of the
story is not merely labour thrown away but labour misplaced to the extent
of obscuring and blotting out the light of the conception. The writer seems
constrained, not by his own free will but by some powerful and
unscrupulous tyrant who has him in thrall, to provide a plot, to provide
comedy, tragedy, love interest, and an air of probability embalming the
whole so impeccably that if all his figures were to come to life they would
find themselves dressed down to the last button of their coats in the fashion
of the hour. The tyrant is obeyed; the novel is done to a turn. But
sometimes, more and more often as time goes by, we suspect a momentary
doubt, a spasm of rebellion, as the pages fill themselves in the customary
way. Is life like this? Must novels be like this?

Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this'. Examine
for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a
myriad impressions—trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the
sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of
innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life
of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differently from of old; the moment



of importance came not here but there; so that, if a writer were a free man
and not a slave, if he could write what he chose, not what he must, if he
could base his work upon his own feeling and not upon convention, there
would be no plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in
the accepted style, and perhaps not a single button sewn on as the Bond
Street tailors would have it. Life is not a series of gig-lamps symmetrically
arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semitransparent envelope surrounding us
from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not the task of the
novelist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit,
whatever aberration or complexity it may display,
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with as little mixture of the alien and external as possible? We are not
pleading merely for courage and sincerity; we are suggesting that the proper
stuff of fiction is a little other than custom would have us believe it.

It is, at any rate, in some such fashion as this that we seek to define the
quality which distinguishes the work of several young writers, among
whom Mr James Joyce is the most notable, from that of their predecessors.
They attempt to come closer to life, and to preserve more sincerely and
exactly what interests and moves them, even if to do so they must discard
most of the conventions which are commonly observed by the novelist. Let
us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they
fall, let us trace the pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in
appearance, which each sight or incident scores upon the consciousness. Let
us not take it for granted that life exists more fully in what is commonly
thought big than in what is commonly thought small. Anyone who has read
The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man or, what promises to be a far
more interesting work, Ulysses, now appearing in the Little Review, will
have hazarded some theory of this nature as to Mr Joyce’s intention. On our
part, with such a fragment before us, it is hazarded rather than affirmed; but
whatever the intention of the whole, there can be no question but that it is of
the utmost sincerity and that the result, difficult or unpleasant as we may
judge it, is undeniably important. In contrast with those whom we have
called materialists, Mr Joyce is spiritual; he is concerned at all costs to
reveal the flickerings of that innermost flame which flashes its messages



through the brain, and in order to preserve it he disregards with complete
courage whatever seems to him adventitious, whether it be probability, or
coherence, or any other of these signposts which for generations have
served to support the imagination of a reader when called upon to imagine
what he can neither touch nor see. The scene in the cemetery, for instance,
with its brilliancy, its sordidity, its incoherence, its sudden lightning flashes
of significance, does undoubtedly come so close to the quick of the mind
that, on a first reading at any rate, it is difficult not to acclaim a masterpiece.
If we want life itself, here surely we have it. Indeed, we find ourselves
fumbling rather awkwardly if we try to say what else we wish, and for what
reason a work of such originality yet fails to compare, for we must take
high examples, with [Conrad’s] Youth or [Hardy’s] The Mayor of
Casterbridge. It fails because of the comparative poverty of the writer’s
mind, we might say simply and have done with it. But it is possible to press
a little further and wonder whether we may not refer our sense of being in a
bright yet narrow room, confined and shut in, rather than enlarged and set
free, to some limitation imposed by the method as well as by the mind. Is it
the method that inhibits the creative power? Is it due to the method that we
feel neither jovial nor magnanimous, but centred in a self which, in spite of
its tremor of susceptibility, never embraces or creates what is outside itself
and beyond? Does the emphasis laid, perhaps didactically, upon indecency
contribute to the effect of something angular and isolated? Or is it merely
that in any effort of such originality it is much easier, for contemporaries
especially, to feel what it lacks than to name what it gives? In any case it is
a mistake to stand outside examining ‘methods’. Any method
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is right, every method is right, that expresses what we wish to express, if we
are writers; that brings us closer to the novelist’s intention if we are readers.
This method has the merit of bringing us closer to what we were prepared
to call life itself; did not the reading of Ulysses suggest how much of life is
excluded or ignored, and did it not come with a shock to open Tristram
Shandy or even Pendennis and be by them convinced that there are not only
other aspects of life, but more important ones into the bargain.



However this may be, the problem before the novelist at present, as we
suppose it to have been in the past, is to contrive means of being free to set
down what he chooses. He has to have the courage to say that what interests
him is no longer ‘this’ but ‘that’: out of ‘that’ alone must he construct his
work. For the moderns ‘that’, the point of interest, lies very likely in the
dark places of psychology. At once, therefore, the accent falls a little
differently; the emphasis is upon something hitherto ignored; at once a
different outline of form becomes necessary, difficult for us to grasp,
incomprehensible to our predecessors. No one but a modern, no one
perhaps but a Russian, would have felt the interest of the situation which
Tchekov has made into the short story which he calls ‘Gusev’. Some
Russian soldiers lie ill on board a ship which is taking them back to Russia.
We are given a few scraps of their talk and some of their thoughts; then one
of them dies and is carried away; the talk goes on among the others for a
time, until Gusev himself dies, and looking ‘like a carrot or a radish’ is
thrown overboard. The emphasis is laid upon such unexpected places that at
first it seems as if there were no emphasis at all; and then, as the eyes
accustom themselves to twilight and discern the shapes of things in a room
we see how complete the story is, how profound, and how truly in
obedience to his vision Tchekov has chosen this, that, and the other, and
placed them together to compose something new. But it is impossible to say
‘this is comic’, or ‘that is tragic’, nor are we certain, since short stories, we
have been taught, should be brief and conclusive, whether this, which is
vague and inconclusive, should be called a short story at all.

The most elementary remarks upon modern English fiction can hardly
avoid some mention of the Russian influence, and if the Russians are
mentioned one runs the risk of feeling that to write of any fiction save theirs
is waste of time.

If we want understanding of the soul and heart where else shall we find it of
comparable profundity? If we are sick of our own materialism the least
considerable of their novelists has by right of birth a natural reverence for
the human spirit. ‘Learn to make yourself akin to people.... But let this
sympathy be not with the mind—for it is easy with the mind—but with the
heart, with love towards them.’ In every great Russian writer we seem to
discern the features of a saint, if sympathy for the sufferings of others, love




towards them, endeavour to reach some goal worthy of the most exacting
demands of the spirit constitute saintliness. It is the saint in them which
confounds us with a feeling of our own irreligious triviality, and turns so
many of our famous novels to tinsel and trickery. The conclusions of the
Russian mind, thus comprehensive and compassionate, are inevitably,
perhaps, of the utmost sadness. More accurately indeed we might speak of
the inconclusiveness of the Russian mind.
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It is the sense that there is no answer, that if honestly examined life presents
question after question which must be left to sound on and on after the story
is over in hopeless interrogation that fills us with a deep, and finally it may
be with a resentful, despair. They are right perhaps; unquestionably they see
further than we do and without our gross impediments of vision. But
perhaps we see something that escapes them, or why should this voice of
protest mix itself with our gloom? The voice of protest is the voice of
another and an ancient civilization which seems to have bred in us the
instinct to enjoy and fight rather than to sufFer and understand. English
fiction from Sterne to Meredith bears witness to our natural delight in
humour and comedy, in the beauty of earth, in the activities of the intellect,
and in the splendour of the body. But any deductions that we may draw
from the comparison of two fictions so immeasurably far apart are futile
save indeed as they flood us with a view of the infinite possibilities of the
art and remind us that there is no limit to the horizon, and that nothing—no
‘method’, no experiment, even of the wildest—is forbidden, but only falsity
and pretence. “The proper stuff of fiction' does not exist; everything is the
proper stuff of fiction, every feeling, every thought; every quality of brain
and spirit is drawn upon; no perception comes amiss. And if we can
imagine the art of fiction come alive and standing in our midst, she would
undoubtedly bid us break her and bully her, as well as honour and love her,
for so her youth is renewed and her sovereignty assured.

8 T. E. Hulme

Thomas Ernest Hulme (1883-1917) attended the University of Cambridge
without taking a degree, and it was mainly through private study in Europe
and later in London that he trained himself as a philosopher and



aesthetician. He was particularly interested in the work of the French
philosopher Henri Bergson, and published a translation of the latter’s
Introduction to Metaphysics in 1913. On the outbreak of World War I,
Hulme volunteered for military service. He was killed in France in 1917.
From his unpublished papers Herbert Read edited a volume of critical
essays entitled Speculations

(1924) from which ‘Romanticism and Classicism’ (probably written in
1913 or 1914) is taken.

T. E. Hulme acquired an almost legendary posthumous reputation as the key
thinker behind the Pound-Eliot revolution in English poetry in the second
decade of the century. He was a close acquaintance of Pound (who printed
five short poems as The Collected Poetical Works of T. E. Hulme m 1915)
and he was a member of the Tmagist’ group. ‘Romanticism and Classicism
may indeed be read as in part a manifesto for Imagism, especially m its
recommendation of a ‘dry, hard’ poetic style (cf. Ezra Pound, pp. 58-60
above). Although it is not certain that the two men ever actually met, the
mnuence of Hulme’s thought has been discerned in the poetry and criticism
ot I. 8. Eliot. Certainly the combination we find in ‘Romanticism and
Classicism, of a modernist poetics based on a preference for classical over
romantic values, with a dogmatic Christian pessimism about the
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I want to maintain that after a hundred years of romanticism, we are in for a
classical revival, and that the particular weapon of this new classical spirit,
when it works in verse, will be fancy. And in this I imply the superiority of
fancy— not superior generally or absolutely, for that would be obvious
nonsense, but superior in the sense that we use the word good in empirical
ethics—good for something, superior for something. I shall have to prove
then two things, first that a classical revival is coming, and, secondly, for its
particular purposes, fancy will be superior to imagination.

So banal have the terms Imagination and Fancy become that we imagine
they must have always been in the language. Their history as two differing
terms in the vocabulary of criticism is comparatively short. Originally, of
course, they both meant the same thing; they first began to be differentiated
by the German writers on aesthetics in the eighteenth century.

I know that in using the words ‘classic' and ‘romantic’ I am doing a
dangerous thing. They represent five or six different kinds of antitheses, and
while I may be using them in one sense you may be interpreting them in
another. In this present connection I am using them in a perfectly precise
and limited sense. I ought really to have coined a couple of new words, but
I prefer to use the ones I have used, as I then conform to the practice of the
group of polemical writers who make the most use of them at the present
day, and have almost succeeded in making them political catchwords. I
mean Maurras, Lasserre, and all the group connected with L’ Action
Frangnise. a

At the present time this is the particular group with which the distinction is
most vital. Because it has become a party symbol. If you asked a man of a
certain set whether he preferred the classics or the romantics, you could
deduce from that what his politics were.

The best way of gliding into a proper definition of my terms would be to
start with a set of people who are prepared to fight about it—for in them
you will have no vagueness. (Other people take the infamous attitude of the
person with catholic tastes who says he likes both.)

About a year ago, a man whose name I think was Fauchois gave a lecture at
the Odeon on Racine, in the course of which he made some disparaging



remarks about his dullness, lack of invention and the rest of it. This caused
an immediate riot: fights took place all over the house; several people were
arrested and imprisoned, and the rest of the series of lectures took place
with hundreds of gendarmes and detectives scattered all over the place.
These people

°VAction Frangaise was the chief organ of a group of French intellectuals of
the extreme right, active from 1899 till World War II. Though the
movement was essentially fascist, Charles Maurras, at least, was a
considerable intellectual force and influenced T. S. Eliot among others.
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interrupted because the classical ideal is a living thing to them and Racine is
the great classic. That is what I call a real vital interest in literature. They
regard romanticism as an awful disease from which France had just
recovered.

The thing is complicated in their case by the fact that it was romanticism
that made the revolution. They hate the revolution, so they hate
romanticism.

I make no apology for dragging in politics here; romanticism both in
England and France is associated with certain political views, and it is in
taking a concrete example of the working out of a principle in action that
you can get its best definition.

What was the positive principle behind all the other principles of ’89? I am
talking here of the revolution in as far as it was an idea; I leave out material
causes—they only produce the forces. The barriers which could easily have
resisted or guided these forces had been previously rotted away by ideas.
This always seems to be the case in successful changes; the privileged class
is beaten only when it has lost faith in itself, when it has itself been
penetrated with the ideas which are working against it.

It was not the rights of man—that was a good solid practical war-cry. The
thing which created enthusiasm, which made the revolution practically a
new religion, was something more positive than that. People of all classes,



people who stood to lose by it, were in a positive ferment about the idea of
liberty. There must have been some idea which enabled them to think that
something positive could come out of so essentially negative a thing. There
was, and here I get my definition of romanticism. They had been taught by
Rousseau that man was by nature good, that it was only bad laws and
customs that had suppressed him. Remove all these and the infinite
possibilities of man would have a chance. This is what made them think
that something positive could come out of disorder, this is what created the
religious enthusiasm. Here is the root of all romanticism: that man, the
individual, is an infinite reservoir of possibilities; and if you can so
rearrange society by the destruction of oppressive order then these
possibilities will have a chance and you will get Progress.

One can define the classical quite clearly as the exact opposite to this. Man
is an extraordinarily fixed and limited animal whose nature is absolutely
constant. It is only by tradition and organization that anything decent can be
got out of him.

This view was a little shaken at the time of Darwin. You remember his
particular hypothesis, that new species came into existence by the
cumulative effect of small variations—this seems to admit the possibility of
future progress. But at the present day the contrary hypothesis makes
headway in the shape of De Vries’s mutation theory, that each new species
comes into existence, not gradually by the accumulation of small steps, but
suddenly in a jump, a kind of sport, and that once in existence it remains
absolutely fixed. This enables me to keep the classical view with an
appearance of scientific backing.

Put shortly, these are the two views, then. One, that man is intrinsically
good, spoilt by circumstance; and the other that he is intrinsically limited,
but disciplined by order and tradition to something fairly decent. To the one
party man’s nature is like a well, to the other like a bucket. The view which
regards
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man as a well, a reservoir full of possibilities, I call the romantic; the one
which regards him as a very finite and fixed creature, I call the classical.



One may note here that the Church has always taken the classical view
since the defeat of the Pelagian* heresy and the adoption of the sane
classical dogma of original sin.

It would be a mistake to identify the classical view with that of materialism.
On the contrary it is absolutely identical with the normal religious attitude. I
should put it in this way: That part of the fixed nature of man is the belief in
the Deity. This should be as fixed and true for every man as belief in the
existence of matter and in the objective world. It is parallel to appetite, the
instinct of sex, and all the other fixed qualities. Now at certain times, by the
use of either force or rhetoric, these instincts have been suppressed—in
Florence under Savonarola, in Geneva under Calvin, and here under the
Round-heads. The inevitable result of such a process is that the repressed
instinct bursts out in some abnormal direction. So with religion. By the
perverted rhetoric of Rationalism, your natural instincts are suppressed and
you are converted into an agnostic. Just as in the case of the other instincts,
Nature has her revenge. The instincts that find their right and proper outlet
in religion must come out in some other way. You don't believe in God, so
you begin to believe that man is a god. You don’t believe in Heaven, so you
begin to believe in a heaven on earth. In other words, you get romanticism.
The concepts that are right and proper in their own sphere are spread over,
and so mess up, falsify and blur the clear outlines of human experience. It is
like pouring a pot of treacle over the dinner table. Romanticism then, and
this is the best definition I can give of it, is spilt religion.

I must now shirk the difficulty of saying exactly what I mean by romantic
and classical in verse. I can only say that it means the result of these two
attitudes towards the cosmos, towards man, in so far as it gets reflected in
verse. The romantic, because he thinks man infinite, must always be talking
about the infinite; and as there is always the bitter contrast between what
you think you ought to be able to do and what man actually can, it always
tends, in its later stages at any rate, to be gloomy. I really can’t go any
further than to say it is the reflection of these two temperaments, and point
out examples of the different spirits. On the one hand I would take such
diverse people as Horace, most of the Elizabethans and the writers of the
Augustan age, and on the other side Lamartine, Hugo, parts of Keats,
Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, and Swinburne.



I know quite well that when people think of classical and romantic in verse,
the contrast at once comes into their mind between, say, Racine and
Shakespeare. I don’t mean this; the dividing line that I intend is here
misplaced a little from the true middle. That Racine is on the extreme
classical side I agree, but if you call Shakespeare romantic, you are using a
different definition to the one I give. You are thinking of the difference
between classic and romantic as being merely one between restraint and
exuberance. I should say

a Pelagius was an early Christian heretic who denied the doctrine of
original sin. His teaching was condemned by the Council of Ephesus (431).
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with Nietzsche that there are two kinds of classicism, the static and the
dynamic. Shakespeare is the classic of motion.

What I mean by classical in verse, then, is this. That even in the most
imaginative flights there is always a holding back, a reservation. The
classical poet never forgets this finiteness, this limit of man. He remembers
always that he is mixed up with earth. He may jump, but he always returns
back; he never flies away into the circumambient gas.

You might say if you wished that the whole of the romantic attitude seems
to crystallize in verse round metaphors of flight. Hugo is always flying,
flying over abysses, flying up into the eternal gases. The word infinite in
every other line.

In the classical attitude you never seem to swing right along to the infinite
nothing. If you say an extravagant thing which does exceed the limits inside
which you know man to be fastened, yet there is always conveyed in some
way at the end an impression of yourself standing outside it, and not quite
believing it, or consciously putting it forward as a flourish. You never go
blindly into an atmosphere more than the truth, an atmosphere too rarefied
for man to breathe for long. You are always faithful to the conception of a
limit. It is a question of pitch; in romantic verse you move at a certain pitch
of rhetoric which you know, man being what he is, to be a little high-falutin.
The kind of thing you get in Hugo or Swinburne. In the coming classical



reaction that will feel just wrong. For an example of the opposite thing, a
verse written in the proper classical spirit, I can take the song from
Cymbclinc beginning with Tear no more the heat of the sun\ I am just using
this as a parable. I don’t quite mean what I say here. Take the last two lines:

Golden lads and girls all must,
Like chimney sweepers come to dust.

Now, no romantic would have ever written that. Indeed, so ingrained is
romanticism, so objectionable is this to it, that people have asserted that
these were not part of the original song.

Apart from the pun, the thing that I think quite classical is the word lad.
Your modem romantic could never write that. He would have to write
golden youth, and take up the thing at least a couple of notes in pitch.

I want now to give the reasons which make me think that we are nearing the
end of the romantic movement.

The first lies in the nature of any convention or tradition in art. A particular
convention or attitude in art has a strict analogy to the phenomena of
organic life. It grows old and decays. It has a definite period of life and
must die. All the possible tunes get played on it and then it is exhausted;
moveover its best period is its youngest. Take the case of the extraordinary
efflorescence of verse in the Elizabethan period. All kinds of reasons have
been given for this—the discovery of the new world and all the rest of it.
There is a much simpler one. A new medium had been given them-to play
with—namely, blank verse. It was new and so it was easy to play new tnnes
on it.

The same law holds in other arts. All the masters of painting are bom into
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the world at a time when the particular tradition from which they start is
imperfect. The Florentine tradition was just short of full ripeness when
Raphael came to Florence, the Bellinesque was still young when Titian was



bom in Venice. Landscape was still a toy or an appanage of figure-painting
when Turner and Constable arose to reveal its independent power. When
Turner and Constable had done with landscape they left little or nothing for
their successors to do on the same lines. Each field of artistic activity is
exhausted by the first great artist who gathers a full harvest from it.

This period of exhaustion seems to me to have been reached in
romanticism. We shall not get any new efflorescence of verse until we get a
new technique, a new convention, to turn ourselves loose in.

Objection might be taken to this. It might be said that a century as an
organic unity doesn’t exist, that I am being deluded by a wrong metaphor,
that I am treating a collection of literary people as if they were an organism
or state department. Whatever we may be in other things, an objector might
urge, in literature in as far as we are anything at all—in as far as we are
worth considering—we are individuals, we are persons, and as distinct
persons we cannot be subordinated to any general treatment. At any period
at any time, an

individual poet may be a classic or a romantic just as he feels like it. You at

any particular moment may think that you can stand outside a movement.
You may think that as an individual you observe both the classic and the
romantic spirit and decide from a purely detached point of view that one is
superior to the other.

The answer to this is that no one, in a matter of judgment of beauty, can
take a detached standpoint in this way. Just as physically you are not bom
that abstract entity, man, but the child of particular parents, so you are in

matters of literary judgment. Your opinion is almost entirely of the literary

history that came just before you, and you are governed by that whatever
you may think. Take Spinoza’s example of a stone falling to the ground. If it
had a conscious mind it would, he said, think it was going to the ground
because it wanted to. So you with your pretended free judgment about what
is and what is not beautiful. The amount of freedom in man is much
exaggerated. That we are free on certain rare occasions, both my religion



and the views I get from metaphysics convince me. But many acts which
we habitually label free are in reality automatic. It is quite possible for a
man to write a book almost automatically. I have read several such
products. Some observations were recorded more than twenty years ago by
Robertson on reflex speech, and he found that in certain cases of dementia,
where the people were quite unconscious so far as the exercise of reasoning
went, very intelligent answers were given to a succession of questions on
politics and such matters. The meaning of these questions could not
possibly have been understood. Language here acted after the manner of a
reflex. So that certain extremely complex mechanisms, subtle enough to
imitate beauty, can work by themselves—I certainly think that this is the
case with judgments about beauty.

I can put the same thing in slightly different form. Here is a question of a
conflict of two attitudes, as it might be of two techniques. The critic, while
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he has to admit that changes from one to the other occur, persists in
regarding them as mere variations to a certain fixed normal, just as a
pendulum might swing. I admit the analogy of the pendulum as far as
movement, but I deny the further consequence of the analogy, the existence
of the point of rest, the normal point.

When I say that I dislike the romantics, I dissociate two things: the part of
them in which they resemble all the great poets, and the part in which they
differ and which gives them their character as romantics. It is this minor
element which constitutes the particular note of a century, and which, while
it excites contemporaries, annoys the next generation. It was precisely that
quality in Pope which pleased his friends, which we detest. Now, anyone
just before the romantics who felt that, could have predicted that a change
was coming. It seems to me that we stand just in the same position now. I
think that there is an increasing proportion of people who simply can’t stand
Swinburne.

When [ say that there will be another classical revival I don’t necessarily
anticipate a return to Pope. I say merely that now is the time for such a
revival. Given people of the necessary capacity, it may be a vital thing;



without them we may get a formalism something like Pope. When it does
come we may not even recognize it as classical. Although it will be
classical it will be different because it has passed through a romantic period.
To take a parallel example:

I remember being very surprised, after seeing the Post Impressionists, to
find in Maurice Denis’s account of the matter that they consider themselves
classical in the sense that they were trying to impose the same order on the
mere flux of new material provided by the impressionist movement, that
existed in the more limited materials of the painting before.

There is something now to be cleared away before I get on with my
argument, which is that while romanticism is dead in reality, yet the critical
attitude appropriate to it still continues to exist. To make this a little clearer:
For every kind of verse, there is a corresponding receptive attitude. In a
romantic period we demand from verse certain qualities. In a classical
period we demand others. At the present time I should say that this
receptive attitude has outlasted the thing from which it was formed. But
while the romantic tradition has run dry, yet the critical attitude of mind,
which demands romantic qualities from verse, still survives. So that if good
classical verse were to be written tomorrow very few people would be able
to stand it.

I object even to the best of the romantics. I object still more to the receptive
attitude. I object to the sloppiness which doesn’t consider that a poem is a
poem unless it is moaning or whining about something or other. I always
think in this connection of the last line of a poem of John Webster’s which
ends with a request I cordially endorse:

End your moan and come away.

The thing has got so bad now that a poem which is all dry and hard, a
properly classical poem, would not be considered poetry at all. How many
people now
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can lay their hands on their hearts and say they like either Horace or Pope?
They feel a kind of chill when they read them.

The dry hardness which you get in the classics is absolutely repugnant to
them. Poetry that isn't damp isn't poetry at all. They cannot see that accurate
description is a legitimate object of verse. Verse to them always means a
bringing in of some of the emotions that are grouped round the word
infinite.

The essence of poetry to most people is that it must lead them to a beyond
of some kind. Verse strictly confined to the earthly and the definite (Keats is
full of it) might seem to them to be excellent writing, excellent
craftsmanship, but not poetry. So much has romanticism debauched us, that,
without some form of vagueness, we deny the highest.

In the classic it is always the light of ordinary day, never the light that never
was on land or sea. It is always perfectly human and never exaggerated:
man is always man and never a god.

But the awful result of romanticism is that, accustomed to this strange light,
you can never live without it. Its effect on you is that of a drug.

There is a general tendency to think that verse means little else than the
expression of unsatisfied emotion. People say: ‘But how can you have verse
without sentiment?’ You see what it is: the prospect alarms them. A
classical revival to them would mean the prospect of an arid desert and the
death of poetry as they understand it, and could only come to fill the gap
caused by that death. Exactly why this dry classical spirit should have a
positive and legitimate necessity to express itself in poetry is utterly
inconceivable to them. What this positive need is, I shall show later. It
follows from the fact that there is another quality, not the emotion
produced, which is at the root of excellence in verse. Before I get to this I
am concerned with a negative thing, a theoretical point, a prejudice that
stands in the way and is really at the bottom of this reluctance to understand
classical verse.

It is an objection which ultimately I believe comes from a bad metaphysic
of art. You are unable to admit the existence of beauty without the infinite



being in some way or another dragged in.

I may quote for purposes of argument, as a typical example of this kind of
attitude made vocal, the famous chapters in Ruskin's Modern Painters, vol.
I1, on the imagination. I must say here, parenthetically, that I use this word
without prejudice to the other discussion with which I shall end the paper. I
only use the word here because it is Ruskin’s word. All that I am concerned
with just now is the attitude behind it, which I take to be the romantic.

Imagination cannot but be serious; she sees too far, too darkly, too
solemnly, too earnestly, ever to smile. There is something in the heart of
everything, if we can reach it, that we shall not be inclined to laugh at....
Those who have so pierced and seen the melancholy deeps of things, are
filled with intense passion and gentleness of sympathy. (Part ill, chap, iii, §
9.)

There is in every word set down by the imaginative mind an awful
undercurrent of meaning, and evidence and shadow upon it of the deep
places out of which it has come. It is often obscure, often half-told; for he
who wrote it, in his clear seeing of the things beneath, may have been
impatient of
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detailed interpretation; for if we choose to dwell upon it and trace it, it will
lead us always securely back to that metropolis of the soul’s dominion from
which we may follow out all the ways and tracks to its farthest coasts.

(Part hi, chap, iii, § 5.)

Really in all these matters the act of judgment is an instinct, an absolutely
unstatable thing akin to the art of the tea taster. But you must talk, and the
only language you can use in this matter is that of analogy. I have no
material clay to mould to the given shape; the only thing which one has for
the purpose, and which acts as a substitute for it, a kind of mental clay, are
certain metaphors modified into theories of aesthetic and rhetoric. A



combination of these, while it cannot state the essentially unstatable
intuition, can yet give you a sufficient analogy to enable you to see what it
was and to recognize it on condition that you yourself have been in a
similar state. Now these phrases of Ruskin’s convey quite clearly to me his
taste in the matter.

I see quite clearly that he thinks the best verse must be serious. That is a
natural attitude for a man in the romantic period. But he is not content with
saying that he prefers this kind of verse. He wants to deduce his opinion
like his master, Coleridge, from some fixed principle which can be found by
metaphysic.

Here is the last refuge of this romantic attitude. It proves itself to be not an
attitude but a deduction from a fixed principle of the cosmos.

One of the main reasons for the existence of philosophy is not that it
enables you to find truth (it can never do that) but that it does provide you a
refuge for definitions. The usual idea of the thing is that it provides you
with a fixed basis from which you can deduce the things you want in
aesthetics. The process is the exact contrary. You start in the confusion of
the fighting line, you retire from that just a little to the rear to recover, to get
your weapons right. Quite plainly, without metaphor this—it provides you
with an elaborate and precise language in which you really can explain
definitely what you mean, but what you want to say is decided by other
things. The ultimate reality is the hurly-burly, the struggle; the metaphysic
is an adjunct to clear-headedness in it.

To get back to Ruskin and his objection to all that is not serious. It seems to
me that involved in this is a bad metaphysical aesthetic. You have the
metaphysic which in defining beauty or the nature of art always drags in the
infinite. Particularly in Germany, the land where theories of aesthetics were
first created, the romantic aesthetics collated all beauty to an impression of
the infinite involved in the identification of our being in absolute spirit. In
the least element of beauty we have a total intuition of the whole world.
Every artist is a kind of pantheist.

Now it is quite obvious to anyone who holds this kind of theory that any
poetry which confines itself to the finite can never be of the highest kind. It



seems a contradiction in terms to them. And as in metaphysics you get the
last refuge of a prejudice, so it is now necessary for me to refute this.

Here follows a tedious piece of dialectic, but it is necessary for my purpose.
I must avoid two pitfalls in discussing the idea of beauty. On the one hand
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there is the old classical view which is supposed to define it as lying in
conformity to certain standard fixed forms; and on the other hand there is
the romantic view which drags in the infinite. I have got to find a
metaphysic between these two which will enable me to hold consistently
that a neoclassic verse of the type I have indicated involves no contradiction
in terms. It is essential to prove that beauty may be in small, dry things.

The great aim is accurate, precise and definite description. The first thing is
to recognize how extraordinarily difficult this is. It is no mere matter of
carefulness; you have to use language, and language is by its very nature a
communal thing; that is, it expresses never the exact thing but a
compromise— that which is common to you, me and everybody. But each
man sees a little differently, and to get out clearly and exactly what he does
see, he must have a terrific struggle with language, whether it be with words
or the technique of other arts. Language has its own special nature, its own
conventions and communal ideas. It is only by a concentrated effort of the
mind that you can hold it fixed to your own purpose. I always think that the
fundamental process at the back of all the arts might be represented by the
following metaphor. You know what I call architect’s curves—flat pieces of
wood with all different kinds of curvature. By a suitable selection from
these you can draw approximately any curve you like. The artist I take to be
the man who simply can’t bear the idea of that 'approximately’. He will get
the exact curve of what he sees whether it be an object or an idea in the
mind. I shall here have to change my metaphor a little to get the process in
his mind. Suppose that instead of your curved pieces of wood you have a
springy piece of steel of the same types of curvature as the wood. Now the
state of tension or concentration of mind, if he is doing anything really good
in this struggle against the ingrained habit of the technique, may be
represented by a man employing all his fingers to bend the steel out of its



own curve and into the exact curve which you want. Something different to
what it would assume naturally.

There are then two things to distinguish, first the particular faculty of mind
to see things as they really are, and apart from the conventional ways in
which you have been trained to see them. This is itself rare enough in all
consciousness. Second, the concentrated state of mind, the grip over oneself
which is necessary in the actual expression of what one sees. To prevent one
falling into the conventional curves of ingrained technique, to hold on
through infinite detail and trouble to the exact curve you want. Wherever
you get this sincerity, you get the fundamental quality of good art without
dragging in infinite or serious.

I can now get at that positive fundamental quality of verse which constitutes
excellence, which has nothing to do with infinity, with mystery or with
emotions.

This is the point I aim at, then, in my argument. I prophesy that a period of
dry, hard, classical verse is coming. I have met the preliminary objection
founded on the bad romantic aesthetic that in such verse, from which the
infinite is excluded, you cannot have the essence of poetry at all.

After attempting to sketch out what this positive quality is, I can get on
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to the end of my paper in this way: That where you get this quality
exhibited in the realm of the emotions you get imagination, and that where
you get this quality exhibited in the contemplation of finite things you get
fancy.

In prose as in algebra concrete things are embodied in signs or counters
which are moved about according to rules, without being visualized at all in
the process. There are in prose certain type situations and arrangements of
words, which move as automatically into certain other arrangements as do
functions in algebra. One only changes the X’s and the Y’s back into
physical things at the end of the process. Poetry, in one aspect at any rate,
may be considered as an effort to avoid this characteristic of prose. It is not



a counter language, but a visual concrete one. It is a compromise for a
language of intuition which would hand over sensations bodily. It always
endeavours to arrest you, and to make you continuously see a physical
thing, to prevent you gliding through an abstract process. It chooses fresh
epithets and fresh metaphors, not so much because they are new, and we are
tired of the old, but because the old cease to convey a physical thing and
become abstract counters. A poet says a ship ‘coursed the seas' to get a
physical image, instead of the counter word ‘sailed’. Visual meanings can
only be transferred by the new bowl of metaphor; prose is an old pot that
lets them leak out. Images in verse are not mere decoration, but the very
essence of an intuitive language. Verse is a pedestrian taking you over the
ground, prose—a train which delivers you at a destination.

I can now get on to a discussion of two words often used in this connection,
‘fresh’ and ‘unexpected’. You praise a thing for being ‘fresh’. I understand
what you mean, but the word besides conveying the truth conveys a
secondary something which is certainly false. When you say a poem or
drawing is fresh, and so good, the impression is somehow conveyed that the
essential element of goodness is freshness, that it is good because it is fresh.
Now this is certainly wrong, there is nothing particularly desirable about
freshness per se. Works of art aren’t eggs. Rather the contrary. It is simply
an unfortunate necessity due to the nature of language and technique that
the only way the element which does constitute goodness, the only way in
which its presence can be detected externally, is by freshness. Freshness
convinces you, you feel at once that the artist was in an actual physical
state. You feel that for a minute. Real communication is so very rare, for
plain speech is unconvincing. It is in this rare fact of communication that
you get the root of aesthetic pleasure.

I shall maintain that wherever you get an extraordinary interest in a thing, a
great zest in its contemplation which carries on the contemplator to accurate
description in the sense of the word accurate I have just analysed, there you
have sufficient justification for poetry. It must be an intense zest which
heightens a thing out of the level of prose. I am using contemplation here
just in the same way that Plato used it, only applied to a different subject; it
is a detached interest. “The object of aesthetic contemplation is something



framed apart by itself and regarded without memory or expectation, simply
as being itself, as end not means, as individual-not universal.’

To take a concrete example. I am taking an extreme case. If you are walking
behind a woman in the street, you notice the curious wav in which the
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skirt rebounds from her heels. If that peculiar kind of motion becomes of
such interest to you that you will search about until you can get the exact
epithet which hits it off, there you have a properly aesthetic emotion. But it
is the zest with which you look at the thing which decides you to make the
effort. In this sense the feeling that was in Herrick's mind when he wrote
'the tempestuous petticoat' was exactly the same as that which in bigger and
vaguer matters makes the best romantic verse. It doesn't matter an atom that
the emotion produced is not of dignified vagueness, but on the contrary
amusing; the point is that exactly the same activity is at work as in the
highest verse. That is the avoidance of conventional language in order to get
the exact curve of the thing.

I have still to show that in the verse which is to come, fancy will be the
necessary weapon of the classical school. The positive quality I have talked
about can be manifested in ballad verse by extreme directness and
simplicity, such as you get in ‘On Fair Kirkconnel Lea’. But the particular
verse we are going to get will be cheerful, dry, and sophisticated, and here
the necessary weapon of the positive quality must be fancy.

Subject doesn’t matter; the quality in it is the same as you get in the more
romantic people.

It isn’t the scale or kind of emotion produced that decides, but this one fact:
Is there any real zest in it? Did the poet have an actually realized visual
object before him in which he delighted? It doesn’t matter if it were a lady’s
shoe or the starry heavens.

Fancy is not mere decoration added on to plain speech. Plain speech is
essentially inaccurate. It is only by new metaphors, that is, by fancy, that it
can be made precise.



When the analogy has not enough connection with the thing described to be
quite parallel with it, where it overlays the thing it describes and there is a
certain excess, there you have the play of fancy—that I grant is inferior to
imagination.

But where the analogy is every bit of it necessary for accurate description in
the sense of the word accurate I have previously described, and your only
objection to this kind of fancy is that it is not serious in the effect it
produces, then I think the objection to be entirely invalid. If it is sincere in
the accurate sense, when the whole of the analogy is necessary to get out
the exact curve of the feeling or thing you want to express—there you seem
to me to have the highest verse, even though the subject be trivial and the
emotions of the infinite far away.

It is very difficult to use any terminology at all for this kind of thing. For
whatever word you use is at once sentimentalized. Take Coleridge’s word
‘vital. It is used loosely by all kinds of people who talk about art, to mean
something vaguely and mysteriously significant. In fact, vital and
mechanical is to them exactly the same antithesis as between good and bad.

Nothing of the kind; Coleridge uses it in a perfectly definite and what I call
dry sense. It is just this: A mechanical complexity is the sum of its parts.
Put them side by side and you get the whole. Now vital or organic is merely
a con-

Hu I me Romanticism and classicism

venient metaphor for a complexity of a different kind, that in which the
parts cannot be said to be elements as each one is modified by the other’s
presence, and each one to a certain extent is the whole. The leg of a chair by
itself is still a leg. My leg by itself wouldn’t be.

Now the characteristic of the intellect is that it can only represent
complexities of the mechanical kind. It can only make diagrams, and
diagrams are essentially things whose parts are separate one from another.
The intellect always analyses—when there is a synthesis it is baffled. That
is why the artist’s work seems mysterious. The intellect can’t represent it.
This is a necessary consequence of the particular nature of the intellect and



the purposes for which it is formed. It doesn’t mean that your synthesis is
ineffable, simply that it can’t be definitely stated.

Now this is all worked out in Bergson, the central feature of his whole
philosophy. It is all based on the clear conception of these vital complexities
which he calls ‘intensive’ as opposed to the other kind which he calls
‘extensive’, and the recognition of the fact that the intellect can only deal
with the extensive multiplicity. To deal with the intensive you must use
intuition.

Now, as I said before, Ruskin was perfectly aware of all this, but he had no
such metaphysical background which would enable him to state definitely
what he meant. The result is that he has to flounder about in a series of
metaphors. A powerfully imaginative mind seizes and combines at the same
instant all the important ideas of its poem or picture, and while it works
with one of them, it is at the same instant working with and modifying all in
their relation to it and never losing sight of their bearings on each other—as
the motion of a snake’s body goes through all parts at once and its volition
acts at the same instant in coils which go contrary ways.

A romantic movement must have an end of the very nature of the thing. It
may be deplored, but it can’t be helped—wonder must cease to be wonder.

I guard myself here from all the consequences of the analogy, but it
expresses at any rate the inevitableness of the process. A literature of
wonder must have an end as inevitably as a strange land loses its
strangeness when one lives in it. Think of the lost ecstasy of the
Elizabethans. ‘Oh my America, my new found land’* 7 , think of what it
meant to them and of what it means to us. Wonder can only be the attitude
of a man passing from one stage to another, it can never be a permanently
fixed thing.

a John Donne, To Ilis Mistress Going to Bed’.

Ivor Armstrong Richards (b. 1893) was one of the first teachers of English
at the University of Cambridge, where the English School was founded in
1917, and certainly one of the most important. Richards’s own academic

training had been in philosophy, and he brought to English studies a (then)



unusual interest in aesthetics, psychology, and semantics. His first book was
The Foundation of Aesthetics (1922) written in collaboration with C. G.
Ogden and James Wood, and his second (again with Ogden) The Meaning
of Meaning (i9 2 3). The Principles of Literary Criticism (1924) was a bold
and enormously influential attempt to provide literary criticism with a firm
and logical base in theory. In Richards’s view, criticism should emulate the
precision of the exact sciences, though literature itself was important
precisely because it was not concerned with verifiable facts, but with
attitudes and values. Fundamental to Richards’s thinking is the distinction
between the ‘referential’ language of science and the ‘emotive’ language of
poetry. A good deal of subsequent Anglo-American criticism, especially
that called ‘New’, started from this position and attempted to find
alternative, or more refined ways of describing the special character of
literary language (cf. William Empson’s ‘ambiguity’

(pp. 146-57 below) and Cleanth Brooks’s ‘paradox’ (pp. 291-314 below).)

Richards maintained that ‘the best life is that in which as much as possible
of our possible personality is engaged ... without confusion’, and that
literature helps us to organize and evaluate experience to this end. This
theory of value— and the cultural role it assigns to literature and literary
education—is essentially Amoldian, as Science and Poetry (1926), with its
epigraph from Arnold, makes clear. In Principles it is formulated in terms
and concepts borrowed from psychology, though Richards had no interest in
Freudian criticism of the speculative, biographical kind. The focus of his
attention is upon the nature of literary works and their effects upon readers.
As a teacher at Cambridge in the 1920s he regularly distributed copies of
various short, unidentified poems, and invited his students to comment
freely on them; he would then lecture on the poems and the written
responses, which he called ‘protocols’. In the first part of Practical
Criticism (1929) he documented this experiment, which suggested to
Richards that even intelligent students experienced grave difficulties in
understanding and evaluating what they read. In the second part of the book
he tried to identify some characteristic obstacles to good reading, and to
provide a basic terminology for the analysis of poetry. Though sometimes
attacked as an artificial and anti-historical exercise, Practical Criticism in



one form or another has since become a staple method of teaching students
of literature to read attentively and with discrimination.
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In 1929 Richards left Cambridge for Peking, and later Harvard, finally
settling at the latter university in 1939. His later publications include
Coleridge and the Imagination (1934) and Interpretation in Teaching (New
York, 1938). He has also published volumes of poetry. His influence on
Anglo-American literary criticism and education—the extent of which
would be difficult to exaggerate—derives largely from his early work. He is
represented here by Chapter 4, 'Communication and the Artist', and part of
Chapter 34, The Two Uses of Language’ from Principles; and the chapter
on The Four Kinds of Meaning’ with which Part in of Practical Criticism
begins.

CROSS REFERENCES: 12. William Empson

18. John Crowe Ransom 23. Cleanth Brooks

26. W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley (The Affective Fallacy’)
commentary : John Crowe Ransom, T. A. Richards. The psychological
critic’, in The New Ciriticism (Norfolk, Conn., 1941)

W. K. Wimsatt and Cleanth Brooks, T. A. Richards: A Poetics of Tension’,
in Literary Criticism: A Short History (New York, 1957)

Communication and the artist

Poetry is the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and
best minds.

[Shelley : ] The Defence of Poetry .



The two pillars upon which a theory of criticism must rest are an account of
value and an account of communication. We do not sufficiently realize how
great a part of our experience takes the form it does, because we are social
beings and accustomed to communication from infancy. That we acquire
many of our ways of thinking and feeling from parents and others is, of
course, a commonplace. But the effects of communication go much deeper
than this. The very structure of our minds is largely determined by the fact
that man has been engaged in communicating for so many hundreds of
thousands of years, throughout the course of his human development and
beyond even that. A large part of the distinctive features of the mind are due
to its being an instrument for communication. An experience has to be
formed, no doubt, before it is communicated, but it takes the form it does
largely because it may have to be communicated. The emphasis which
natural selection has put upon communicative ability is overwhelming.
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There are very many problems of psychology, from those with which some
of the exponents of Gestaltthcoric a are grappling to those by which
psychoanalysts are bewildered, for which this neglected, this almost
overlooked aspect of the mind may provide a key, but it is pre-eminently in
regard to the arts that it is of service. For the arts are the supreme form of
the communicative activity. As we shall see, most of the difficult and
obscure points about the structures of the arts, for example the priority of
formal elements to content, or the impersonality and detachment so much
stressed by aestheticians, become easily intelligible as soon as we consider
them from this angle. But a possible misunderstanding must be guarded
against. Although it is as a communicator that it is most profitable to
consider the artist, it is by no means true that he commonly looks upon
himself in this light. In the course of his work he is not as a rule deliberately
and consciously engaged in a communicative endeavour. When asked, he is
more likely than not to reply that communication is an irrelevant or at best a
minor issue, and that what he is making is something which is beautiful in
itself, or satisfying to him personally, or something expressive, in a more or
less vague sense, of his emotions, or of himself, something personal and
individual. That other people are going to study it, and to receive
experiences from it may seem to him a merely accidental, inessential



circumstance. More modestly still, he may say that when he works he is
merely amusing himself.

That the artist is not as a rule consciously concerned with communication,
but with getting the work, the poem or play or statue or painting or
whatever it is, ‘right’, apparently regardless of its communicative efficacy,
is easily explained. To make the work ‘embody’, accord with, and represent
the precise experience upon which its value depends is his major
preoccupation, in difficult cases an overmastering preoccupation, and the
dissipation of attention which would be involved if he considered the
communicative side as a separate issue would be fatal in most serious work.
He cannot stop to consider how the public or even how especially well
qualified sections of the public may like it or respond to it. He is wise,
therefore, to keep all such considerations out of mind altogether. Those
artists and poets who can be suspected of close separate attention to the
communicative aspect tend (there are exceptions to this, of which
Shakespeare might be one) to fall into a subordinate rank.

But this conscious neglect of communication does not in the least diminish
the importance of the communicative aspect. It would only do so if we were
prepared to admit that only our conscious activities matter. The very
process of getting the work ‘right’ has itself, so far as the artist is normal,
immense communicative consequences. Apart from certain special cases, to
be discussed later, it will, when ‘right’, have much greater communicative
power than it would have had if ‘wrong’. The degree to which it accords
with the relevant experience of the artist is a measure of the degree to which
it will arouse similar experiences in others.

But more narrowly the reluctance of the artist to consider communication as

a A school of psychology, originating in Germany, which interprets
phenomena as organized wholes rather than as aggregates of distinct parts.
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one of his main aims, and his denial that he is at all influenced in his work
by a desire to affect other people, is no evidence that communication is not
actually his principal object. On a simple view of psychology, which



overlooked unconscious motives, it would be, but not on any view of
human behaviour which is in the least adequate. When we find the artist
constantly struggling towards impersonality, towards a structure for his
work which excludes his private, eccentric, momentary idiosyncrasies, and
using always as its basis those elements which are most uniform in their
effects upon impulses; when we find private works of art, works which
satisfy the artist , 1 but are incomprehensible to everybody else, so rare, and
the publicity of the work so constantly and so intimately bound up with its
appeal to the artist himself, it is difficult to believe that efficacy for
communication is not a main part of the 'rightness ' 2 which the artist may
suppose to be something quite different.

How far desire actually to communicate, as distinguished from desire to
produce something with communicative efficacy (however disguised), is an
'unconscious motive' in the artist is a question to which we need not hazard
an answer. Doubtless individual artists vary enormously. To some the lure
of 'immortality’ of enduring fame, of a permanent place in the influences
which govern the human mind, appears to be very strong. To others it is
often negligible. The degree to which such notions are avowed certainly
varies with current social and intellectual fashions. At present the appeal to
posterity, the 'nurslings of immortality' attitude to works of art appears to be
much out of favour. ‘How do we know what posterity will be like? They
may be awful people!' a contemporary is likely to remark, thus confusing
the issue. For the appeal is not to posterity merely as living at a certain date,
but as especially qualified to judge, a qualification most posterities have
lacked.

What concerns criticism is not the avowed or unavowed motives of the
artist, however interesting these may be to psychology, but the fact that his
procedure does, in the majority of instances, make the communicative
efficacy of his work correspond with his own satisfaction and sense of its
rightness. This may be due merely to his normality, or it may be due to
unavowed motives. The first suggestion is the more plausible. In any case it
is certain that no mere careful study of communicative possibilities,
together with any desire to communicate, however intense, is ever sufficient
without close natural correspondence between the poet’s impulses and
possible impulses in his reader. All supremely successful communication



involves this correspondence, and no planning can take its place. Nor is the
deliberate conscious attempt directed to communication so successful as the
unconscious indirect method.

Thus the artist is entirely justified in his apparent neglect of the main
purpose of his work. And when in what follows he is alluded to without
qualification as being primarily concerned with communication, the
reservations here made should be recalled.

Since the poet’s unconscious motives have been alluded to, it may be well
at this point to make a few additional remarks. Whatever psychoanalysts
may aver, the mental processes of the poet are not a very profitable field for
investi-
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gation. They offer far too happy a hunting-ground for uncontrollable
conjecture. Much that goes to produce a poem is, of course, unconscious.
Very likely the unconscious processes are more important than the
conscious, but even if we knew far more than we do about how the mind
works, the attempt to display the inner working of the artist’s mind by the
evidence of his work alone must be subject to the gravest dangers. And to
judge by the published work of Freud upon Leonardo da Vinci or of Jung
upon Goethe (e.g. The Psychology of the Unconscious, p. 305),
psychoanalysts tend to be particularly inept as critics.

The difficulty is that nearly all speculations as to what went on in the artist’s
mind are unverifiable, even more unverifiable than the similar speculations
as to the dreamer’s mind. The most plausible explanations are apt to depend
upon features whose actual causation is otherwise. I do not know whether
anyone but Mr Graves has attempted to analyse K ubla Khan, a poem which
by its mode of composition and by its subject suggests itself as well fitted
for analysis. The reader acquainted with current methods of analysis can
imagine the results of a thoroughgoing Freudian onslaught.

If he will then open Paradise Lost, Book iv, at line 223, and read onwards
for sixty lines, he will encounter the actual sources of not a few of the
images and phrases of the poem. In spite of—



Southward through Eden went a River large,

Nor changed his course, but through the shaggie hill Pass’d underneath
ingulft...

in spite of—

Rose a fresh Fountain, and with many a rill
Water’d the Garden; thence united fell

Down the steep glade, and met the neather Flood...
in spite of—

Rowling on Orient Pearl and sands of Gold With mazie error under pendant
shades Ran Nectar...

in spite of—

Meanwhile murmuring waters fall Down the slope hills, disperst...
his doubts may still linger until he reaches

Nor where Abassin Kings thir issue Guard,

Mount Amara.

and one of the most cryptic points in Coleridge’s poem, the Abyssinian
maid, singing of Mount Abora, finds its simple explanation. The closing
line of the poem perhaps hardly needs this kind of derivation.

From one source or another almost all the matter of Kubla Khan came to
Coleridge in a similar fashion. I do not know whether this particular
indebtedness has been remarked before, but Purchas his Pilgrimage,
Bartram’s Travels

Richards Communication and the artist



in North and South Carolina, and Maurice’s History of Hindostan are well-
known sources, some of them indicated by Coleridge himself.

This very representative instance of the unconscious working of a poet’s
mind may serve as a not inapposite warning against one kind at least of
possible applications of psychology in criticism.

The extent to which the arts and their place in the whole scheme of human
affairs have been misunderstood, by Critics, Moralists, Educators,
Aestheticians ... is somewhat difficult to explain. Often those who most
misunderstood have been perfect in their taste and ability to respond,
Ruskin for example. Those who both knew what to do with a work of art
and also understood what they were doing, have been for the most part
artists and little inclined for, or capable of, the rather special task of
explaining. It may have seemed to them too obvious to need explanation.
Those who have tried have as a rule been foiled by language. For the
difficulty which has always prevented the arts from being explained as well
as ‘enjoyed’ (to use an inadequate word in default of an adequate) is
language.

‘Happy who can
Appease this virtuous enemy of man!’ a

It was perhaps never so necessary as now that we should know why the arts
are important and avoid inadequate answers. It will probably become
increasingly more important in the future. Remarks such as these, it is true,
are often uttered by enthusiastic persons, and are apt to be greeted with the
same smile as the assertion that the future of England is bound up with
Hunting. Yet their full substantiation will be found to involve issues which
are nowhere lightly regarded.

The arts are our storehouse of recorded values. They spring from and
perpetuate hours in the lives of exceptional people, when their control and
command of experience is at its highest, hours when the varying
possibilities of existence are most clearly seen and the different activities
which may arise are most exquisitely reconciled, hours when habitual
narrowness of interests or confused bewilderment are replaced by an



intricately wrought composure. Both in the genesis of a work of art, in the
creative moment, and in its aspect as a vehicle of communication, reasons
can be found for giving to the arts a very important place in the theory of
Value. They record the most important judgments we possess as to the
values of experience. They form a body of evidence which, for lack of a
serviceable psychology by which to interpret it, and through the desiccating
influence of abstract Ethics, has been left almost untouched by professed
students of value. An odd omission, for without the assistance of the arts we
could compare very few of our experiences, and without such comparison
we could hardly hope to agree as to which are to be preferred. Very simple
experiences—a cold bath in an enamelled tin, or running for a train-may to
some extent be compared without elaborate vehicles; and friends
exceptionally well acquainted with one another may manage some rough
com-

a Marvell, The Picture of little T.C. in a Prospect of Flowers’.
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parisons in ordinary conversation. But subtle or recondite experiences are
for most men incommunicable and indescribable, though social conventions
or terror of the loneliness of the human situation may make us pretend the
contrary. In the arts we find the record in the only form in which these
things can be recorded of the experiences which have seemed worth having
to the most sensitive and discriminating persons. Through the obscure
perception of this fact the poet has been regarded as a seer and the artist as a
priest, suffering from usurpations. The arts, if rightly approached, supply
the best data available for deciding what experiences are more valuable than
others. The qualifying clause is all-important however. Happily there is no
lack of glaring examples to remind us of the difficulty of approaching them
rightly.

Notes
1. Again the normality of the artist has to be considered.

2. As will be seen, I am not going to identify ‘beauty’ with ‘communicative
efficacy’. This is a trap which is easy to fall into. A number of the exoteric



followers of Croce may be found in it, though not Croce himself.
The two uses of language

To declare Science autonomous is very different from subordinating all our
activities to it. It is merely to assert that so far as any body of references is
undistorted it belongs to Science. It is not in the least to assert that no
references may be distorted if advantage can thereby be gained. And just as
there are innumerable human activities which require undistorted references
if they are to be satisfied, so there are innumerable other human activities
not less important which equally require distorted references or, more
plainly, fictions.

The use of fictions, the imaginative use of them rather, is not a way of
hoodwinking ourselves. It is not a process of pretending to ourselves that
things are not as they are. It is perfectly compatible with the fullest and
grimmest recognition of the exact state of affairs on all occasions. It is no
make-believe. But so awkwardly have our references and our attitudes
become entangled that such pathetic spectacles as Mr Yeats trying
desperately to believe in fairies or Mr Lawrence impugning the validity of
solar physics, are all too common. To be forced by desire into any
unwarrantable belief is a calamity. The state which ensues is often
extraordinarily damaging to the mind. But this common misuse of fictions
should not blind us to their immense services provided we do not take them
for what they are not, degrading the chief means by which our attitudes
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to actual life may be adjusted into the material of a long drawn delirium . 1

If we knew enough it might be possible that all necessary attitudes could be
obtained through scientific references alone. Since we do not know very
much yet, we can leave this very remote possibility, once recognized, alone.

Fictions whether aroused by statements or by analogous things in other arts
may be used in many ways. They may be used, for example, to deceive. But
this is not a characteristic use of poetry. The distinction which needs to be
kept clear does not set up fictions in opposition to verifiable truths in the



scientific sense. A statement may be used for the sake of the reference, true
or false, which it causes. This is the scientific use of language. But it may
also be used for the sake of the effects in emotion and attitude produced by
the reference it occasions. This is the emotive use of language. The
distinction once clearly grasped is simple. We may either use words for the
sake of the references they promote, or we may use them for the sake of the
attitudes and emotions which ensue. Many arrangements of words evoke
attitudes without any reference being required en route. They operate like
musical phrases. But usually references are involved as conditions for, or
stages in, the ensuing development of attitudes, yet it is still the attitudes not
the references which are important. It matters not at all in such cases
whether the references are true or false. Their sole function is to bring about
and support the attitudes which are the further response. The questioning,
verificatory way of handling them is irrelevant, and in a competent reader it
is not allowed to interfere. ‘Better a plausible impossibility than an
improbable possibility’, said Aristotle very wisely; there is less danger of an
inappropriate reaction.

The differences between the mental processes involved in the two cases are
very great, though easily overlooked. Consider what failure for each use
amounts to. For scientific language a difference in the references is itself
failure: the end has not been attained. But for emotive language the widest
differences in references are of no importance if the further effects in
attitude and emotion are of the required kind.

Further, in the scientific use of language not only must the references be
correct for success, but the connections and relations of references to one
another must be of the kind which we call logical. They must not get in one
another’s way, and must be so organized as not to impede further reference.
But for emotive purposes logical arrangement is not necessary. It may be
and often is an obstacle. For what matters is that the series of attitudes due
to the references should have their own proper organization, their own
emotional interconnection, and this often has no dependence upon the
logical relations of such references as may be concerned in bringing the
attitudes into being.



A few notes of the chief uses of the word “Truth’ in Criticism may help to
prevent misunderstanding:

1. The scientific sense—that, namely, in which references, and derivatively
statements symbolizing references, are true, need not delay us. A reference
is true when the things to which it refers are actually together in the way in
which it refers to them. Otherwise it is false. This sense is one very little
involved by any of the arts. For the avoidance of confusions it would be
well if the term
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'true' could be reserved for this use. In purely scientific discourse it could
and should be, but such discourse is uncommon. In point of fact the emotive
power which attaches to the word is far too great for it to be abandoned in
general discussion; the temptation to a speaker who needs to stir certain
emotions and evoke certain attitudes of approval and acceptance is
overwhelming. No matter how various the senses in which it may be used,
and even when it is being used in no sense whatever, its effects in
promoting attitudes will still make it indispensable; people will still
continue to use the word with the same promiscuity as ever.

2. The most usual other sense is that of acceptability. The “Truth’ of
Robinson Crusoe is the acceptability of the things we are told, their
acceptability in the interests of the effects of the narrative, not their
correspondence with any actual facts involving Alexander Selkirk or
another. Similarly the falsity of happy endings to Lear or to Don Quixote
is their failure to be acceptable to those who have fully responded to the rest
of the work. It is in this sense that ‘Truth’ is equivalent to ‘internal
necessity’ or rightness. That is ‘true’ or ‘internally necessary’ which
completes or accords with the rest of the experience, which cooperates to
arouse our ordered response, whether the response of Beauty or another.
‘“What the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be Truth’, said Keats, using
this sense of “Truth’, though not without confusion. Sometimes it is held
that whatever is redundant or otiose, whatever is not required, although not
obstructive or disruptive, is also false. ‘Surplusage! ’ said Pater, ‘the artist
will dread that, as the runner on his muscles 2 ’ himself perhaps in this
instance sweating his sentence down too finely. But this is to make



excessive demands upon the artist. It is to apply the axe of retrenchment in
the wrong place. Superabundance is a common characteristic of great art,
much less dangerous than the preciousness that too contrived an economy
tends to produce. The essential point is whether what is unnecessary
interferes or not with the rest of the response. If it does not, the whole thing
is all the better probably for the extra solidity which it thereby gains.

This internal acceptability or ‘convincingness’ needs to be contrasted with
other acceptabilities. Thomas Rymer, for example, refused to accept Iago
for external reasons:

To entertain the audience with something new and surprising against
common sense and nature, he would pass upon us a close, dissembling
rascal, instead of an open-hearted, frank, plain-dealing Souldier, a character
constantly bom by them for some thousands of years in the World.

‘The truth is’ he observes ‘this author’s head was full of villainous,
unnatural images .’ 3

He is remembering no doubt Aristotle’s remark that ‘the artist must
preserve the type and yet ennoble it’, but interpreting it in his own way. For
him the type is fixed simply by convention and his acceptances take no note
of internal necessities but are governed merely by accordance with external
canons. His is an extreme case, but to avoid his error in subtler matters is in
fact sometimes the hardest part of the critic’s undertaking. But whether our
conception of the
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type is derived in some such absurd way, or taken, for example, as from a
handbook of zoology, is of slight consequence. It is the taking of any
external canon which is critically dangerous. When in the same connection
Rymer objects that there never was a Moorish General in the service of the
Venetian Republic, he is applying another external canon, that of historic
fact. This mistake is less insidious, but Ruskin used to be particularly fond
of the analogous mistake in connection with the ‘truth’ of drawing.



3. Truth may be equivalent to Sincerity. This character of the artist’s work
we have already touched upon briefly in connection with Tolstoy’s theory
of communication. It may perhaps be most easily defined from the critic’s
point of view negatively, as the absence of any apparent attempt on the part
of the artist to work effects upon the reader which do not work for himself.
Too simple definitions must be avoided. It is well known that Burns in
writing ‘Ae fond kiss’ was only too anxious to escape Nancy’s (Mrs
Maclehose’s) attentions, and similar instances could be multiplied
indefinitely. Absurdly naive views upon the matter 4 exemplified by the
opinion that Bottomley” must have believed himself to be inspired or he
would not have moved his audiences, are far too common. At the level at
which Bottomley harangued any kind of exaltation in the orator, whether
due to pride or to champagne, would make his stuff effective. But at
Burns’s level a very different situation arises. Here his probity and sincerity
as an artist are involved; external circumstances are irrelevant, but there is
perhaps internal evidence in the poem of a flaw in its creating impulse.
Compare as a closely similar poem in which there is no flaw, Byron’s
‘When we two parted

a Horatio Bottomley (1860-1933) was a demagogic politician, journalist
and financier who enjoyed a huge popular following in Britain, especially
during World War I. He was eventually convicted of fraud.

Notes

1. Revelation Doctrines when once given a foothold tend to interfere
everywhere. They serve as a kind of omnipotent major premise justifying
any and every conclusion. A specimen: ‘Since the function of Art is to
pierce through to the Real World, then it follows that the artist cannot be too
definite in his outlines, and that good drawing is the foundation of all good
art.’ Charles Gardner, Vision and Vesture, p. 54.

2. Essay on Style.
3. A Short View of Tragedy.

4. Cf. A. Clutton-Brock, The Times, 11 July 1922, p. 13.
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From whence it happens, that they which trust to books, do as they that cast
up many little summs into a greater, without considering whether those little
summes were rightly cast up or not; and at last finding the errour visible,
and not mistrusting their first grounds, know not which way to cleere
themselves; but spend time in fluttering over their bookes; as birds that
entring by the chimney, and finding themselves inclosed in a chamber,
flutter at the false light or a glasse window, for want of wit to consider
which way they came in.

[Hobbes] Leviathan.

After so much documentation the reader will be in a mood to welcome an
attempt to point some morals, to set up some guiding threads by which the
labyrinth we have perambulated may be made less bewildering. Otherwise
we might be left with a mere defeatist acquiescence in quot homines tot
sententiae [opinions are as numerous as men] as the sovereign critical
principle, a hundred verdicts from a hundred readers as the sole fruit of our
endeavours—a result at the very opposite pole from my hope and intention.
But before it can be pointed, the moral has first to be disengaged, and the
guiding threads cannot be set up without some preliminary engineering. The
analyses and distinctions that follow are only those that are indispensable if
the conclusions to which they lead are to be understood with reasonable
precision or recommended with confidence.

The proper procedure will be to inquire more closely—now that the
material has passed before us—into the ten difficulties listed towards the
end of Part | a, taking them one by one in the order there adopted. Reasons
for this order will make themselves plain as we proceed, for these
difficulties depend one upon another like a cluster of monkeys. Yet in spite
of this complicated interdependence it is not very difficult to see where we
must begin. The original difficulty of all reading, the problem of making out
the meaning, is our obvious starting-point. The answers to those apparently
simple questions: “‘What is a meaning?' “‘What are we doing when we
endeavour to make it out?' ‘What is it we are making out?' are the master-



keys to all the problems of criticism. If we can make use of them the locked
chambers and corridors of the theory of poetry open to us,

a These ten difficulties, or obstacles to good criticism, are as follows: 1. ‘the
difficulty of making out the plain sense of poetry’; (2) ‘difficulties of
sensuous apprehension’; 3. ‘difficulties connected with the place of
imagery’; 4. ‘mnemonic irrelevances’ [i.e. irrelevant personal associations];
5. ‘Stock responses’; 6. ¢ Sentimentality’; 7. ‘Inhibition’; 8 . ‘Doctrinal
adhesions’ [i.e. the occurrence in poetry of statements that in other contexts
would be judged as either true or false]; 9. ‘technical presuppositions’ [i.e.
readers’ preconceptions of what conventions are acceptable and likely to be
effective]; 10. ‘general critical preconceptions’.
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and a new and impressive order, is discovered even in the most erratic
twists of the protocols.* 2 Doubtless there are some who, by a natural
dispensation, acquire the 'Open Sesame!’ to poetry without labour, but, for
the rest of us, certain general reflections we are not often encouraged to
undertake can spare us time and fruitless trouble.

The all-important fact for the study of literature—or any other mode of
communication—is that there are several kinds of meaning. Whether we
know and intend it or not, we are all jugglers when we converse, keeping
the billiard-balls in the air while we balance the cue on our nose. Whether
we are active, as in speech or writing, or passive, 1 as readers or listeners,
the Total Meaning we are engaged with is, almost always, a blend, a
combination of several contributory meanings of different types. Language
—and pre-eminently language as it is used in poetry—has not one but
several tasks to perform simultaneously, and we shall misconceive most of
the difficulties of criticism unless we understand this point and take note of
the differences between these functions. For our purposes here a division
into four types of function, four kinds of meaning, will suffice.

It is plain that most human utterances and nearly all articulate speech can be
profitably regarded from four points of view. Four aspects can be easily



distinguished. Let us call them Sense, Feeling , Tone, and Intention.

1. Sense We speak to say something, and when we listen we expect
something to be said. We use words to direct our hearers’ attention upon
some state of affairs, to present to them some items for consideration and to
excite in them some thoughts about these items.

2. Feeling 2 But we also, as a rule, have some feelings about these items,
about the state of affairs we are referring to. We have an attitude towards it,
some special direction, bias, or accentuation of interest towards it, some
personal flavour or colouring of feeling; and we use language to express
these feelings, this nuance of interest. Equally, when we listen we pick it up,
rightly or wrongly; it seems inextricably part of what we receive; and this
whether the speaker be conscious himself of his feelings towards what he is
talking about or not. I am, of course, here describing the normal situation,
my reader will be able without difficulty to think of exceptional cases
(mathematics, for example) where no feeling enters.

3. Tone Furthermore, the speaker has ordinarily an attitude to his listener.
Fie chooses or arranges his words differently as his audience varies, in
automatic or deliberate recognition of his relation to them. The tone of his
utterance reflects his awareness of this relation, his sense of how he stands
towards those he is addressing. Again the exceptional case of dissimulation,
or instances in which the speaker unwittingly reveals an attitude he is not
consciously desirous of expressing, will come to mind.

4. Intention 3 Finally, apart from what he says (Sense), his attitude to what
he is talking about (Feeling), and his attitude to his listener (Tone), there is
the speaker’s intention, his aim, conscious or-unconscious, the effect he is
endeavour-

fl See introductory note.
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ing to promote. Ordinarily he speaks for a purpose, and his purpose
modifies his speech. The understanding of it is part of the whole business of
apprehending his meaning. Unless we know what he is trying to do, we can



hardly estimate the measure of his success. Yet the number of readers who
omit such considerations might make a faint-hearted writer despair.
Sometimes, of course, he will purpose no more than to state his thoughts
(1), or to express his feelings about what he is thinking of, e.g. Hurrah !
Damn ! (2), or to express his attitude to his listener (3). With this last case
we pass into the realm of endearments and abuse.

Frequently his intention operates through and satisfies itself in a
combination of the other functions. Yet it has effects not reducible to their
effects. It may govern the stress laid upon points in an argument for
example, shape the arrangement, and even call attention to itself in such
phrases as for contrast s sake’ or ‘lest it be supposed’. It controls the ‘plot
in the largest sense of the word, and is at work whenever the author is
‘hiding his hand’. And it has especial importance in dramatic and semi-
dramatic literature. Thus the influence of his intention upon the language he
uses is additional to, and separable from, the other three influences, and its
effects can profitably be considered apart.

5

We shall find in the protocols instances, in plenty, of failure on the part of
one or other of these functions. Sometimes all four fail together; a reader
garbles the sense, distorts the feeling, mistakes the tone and disregards the
intention; and often a partial collapse of one function entails aberrations in
the others. The possibilities of human misunderstanding make up indeed a
formidable subject for study, but something more can be done to elucidate it
than has yet been attempted. Whatever else we may do by the light of
nature it would be folly to maintain that we should read by it. But before
turning back to scrutinize our protocols some further explanation of these
functions will be in place.

If we survey our uses of language as a whole, it is clear that, at times, now
one now another of the functions may become predominant. It will make
the possible situations clearer if we briefly review certain typical forms of
composition. A man writing a scientific treatise, for example, will put the
Sense of what he has to say first, he will subordinate his Feelings about his
subject or about other views upon it and be careful not to let them interfere
to distort his argument or to suggest bias. His Tone will be settled for him
by academic convention; he will, if he is wise, indicate respect for his



readers and a moderate anxiety to be understood accurately and to win
acceptance for his remarks. It will be well if his Intention, as it shows itself
in the work, be on the whole confined to the clearest and most adequate
statement of what he has to say (Function 1, Sense). But, if the
circumstances warrant it, further relevant aims an intention to reorientate
opinion, to direct attention to new aspects, ° r to encourage or discourage
certain methods of work or ways of approach are obviously fitting.
Irrelevant aims—the acceptance of the work as a thesis for a Ph.D., for
example—come in a different category.

Consider now a writer engaged upon popularizing some of the results and
hypotheses of science. The principles governing his language are not nearly
SO
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simple, for the furtherance of his intention will properly and inevitably
interfere with the other functions.

In the first place, precise and adequate statement of the sense may have to
be sacrificed, to some degree, in the interests of general intelligibility.
Simplifications and distortions may be necessary if the reader is to ‘follow’.
Secondly, a much more lively exhibition of feelings on the part of the
author towards his subject-matter is usually appropriate and desirable, in
order to awaken and encourage the reader’s interest. Thirdly, more variety
of tone will be called for; jokes and humorous illustrations, for example, are
admissible, and perhaps a certain amount of cajolery. With this increased
liberty, tact, the subjective counterpart of tone, will be urgently required. A
human relation between the expert and his lay audience must be created,
and the task, as many specialists have discovered, is not easy. These other
functions will interfere still more with strict accuracy of statement; and if
the subject has a ‘tendency’, if political, ethical, or theological implications
are at all prominent, the intention of the work will have further
opportunities to intervene.

This leads us to the obvious instance of political speeches. What rank and
precedence shall we assign to the four language functions if we analyse
public utterances made in the midst of a general election? Function 4, the



furtherance of intentions (of all grades of worthiness) is unmistakably
predominant. Its instruments are Function 2, the expression of feelings
about causes, policies, leaders, and opponents, and Function 3, the
establishment of favourable relations with the audience (‘the great heart of
the people’). Recognizing this, ought we to be pained or surprised that
Function 1, the presentation of facts (or of objects of thought to be regarded
as facts are regarded), is equally subordinated? 4 But further consideration
of this situation would lead us into a topic that must be examined later, that
of Sincerity, a word with several important meanings.

In conversation, perhaps, we get the clearest examples of these shifts of
function, the normal verbal apparatus of one function being taken over by
another. Intention, we have seen, may completely subjugate the others; so,
on occasion, may Feeling or Tone express themselves through Sense,
translating themselves into explicit statements about feelings and attitudes
towards things and people —statements sometimes belied by their very
form and manner. Diplomatic formulae are often good examples, together
with much of the social language (Malinowski’s ‘phatic communion’), 5 the
“Thank you so very much’ es and ‘Pleased to meet you’s, that help us to
live amicably with one another.

Under this head, too, may be put the psychological analyses, the
introspective expatiations that have recently flourished so much in fiction as
well as in sophisticated conversation. Does it indicate a confusion or a
tenuousness in our feelings that we should now find ourselves so ready to
make statements about them, to translate them into disquisitions, instead of
expressing them in more direct and natural ways? Or is this phenomenon
simply another result of the increased study of psychology? It would be
rash to decide as yet. Certainly some psychologists lay themselves open to a
charge of emptiness, of having so dealt with themselves that they have little
left within them to talk about.
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Tutting it into words’, if the words arc those of a psychological textbook, is
a process which may well be damaging to the feelings. I shall be lucky if
my reader does not murmur do to fabula [the story is about youl at this
point.



But Feeling (and sometimes Tone) may take charge of and operate through
Sense in another fashion, one more constantly relevant in poetry. (If indeed
the shift just dealt with above might not be better described as Sense
interfering with and dominating Feeling and Tone.)

When this happens, the statements which appear in the poetry are there for
the sake of their effects upon feelings, not for their own sake. Hence to
challenge their truth or to question whether they deserve serious attention as
state-monts claiming truth, is to mistake their function. The point is that
many, if not most, of the statements in poetry are there as a moans to the
manipulation 6 and expression of feelings and attitudes, not as contributions
to any body of doctrine of any type whatever. W r ith narrative poetry there
is little danger of any mistake arising, but with ‘philosophical’ or meditative
poetry there is great danger of a confusion which may have two sets of
consequences.

On the one hand there are very many people who, if they read any poetry at
all, try to take all its statements seriously—and find them silly. ‘My soul is
a ship in full sail’, for example, seems to them a very profitless kind of
contribution to psychology. This may seem an absurd mistake but, alas! it is
none the less common. On the other hand there are those who succeed too
well, who swallow ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty...’, as the quintessence of
an aesthetic philosophy, not as the expression of a certain blend of feelings,
and proceed into a complete stalemate of muddle-mindedness as a result of
their linguistic naivety. It is easy to see what those in the first group miss;
the losses of the second group, though the accountancy is more
complicated, are equally lamentable.

A temptation to discuss here some further intricacies of this shift of
function must be resisted.... It will be enough here to note that this
subjugation of statement to emotive purposes has innumerable modes. A
poet may distort his statements; he may make statements which have
logically nothing to do with the subject under treatment; he may, by
metaphor and otherwise, present objects for thought which are logically
quite irrelevant; he may perpetrate logical nonsense, be as trivial or as silly,
logically, as it is possible to be; all in the interests of the other functions of
his language—to express feeling or adjust tone or further his other



intentions. If his success in these other aims justify him, no reader (of the
kind at least to take his meaning as it should be taken) can validly say
anything against him.

But these indirect devices for expressing feeling through logical irrelevance
and nonsense, through statements not to be taken strictly, literally or
seriously though pre-eminently apparent in poetry, are not peculiar to it. A
great part of what passes for criticism comes under this head. It is much
harder to obtain statements about poetry, than expressions of feelings
towards it and towards the author. Very many apparent statements turn out
on examination to be only these disguised forms, indirect expressions, of
Feeling, Tone, and Intention. Dr Bradley’s remark that Poetry is a spirit, and
Dr Mackail s that it is a continuous substance or energy whose progress is
immortal are eminent examples
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that I have made use of elsewhere, so curious that I need no apology for
referring to them again. Remembering them, we may be more ready to
apply to the protocols every instrument of interpretation we possess. May
we avoid if possible in our own reading of the protocols those errors of
misunderstanding which we are about to watch being committed towards
the poems.

Notes

1. Relatively, or technically, ‘passive’ only; a fact that our protocols will
help us not to forget. The reception (or interpretation) of a meaning is an
activity, which may go astray; in fact, there is always some degree of loss
and distortion in transmission.

2. Under ‘Feeling’ I group for convenience the whole conative-affective
aspect of life— emotions, emotional attitudes, the will, desire, pleasure-
unpleasure, and the rest. ‘Feeling’ is shorthand for any or all of this.

3. This function plainly is not on all fours with the others.



4. The ticklish point is, of course, the implication that the speaker believes
in the ‘facts’—not only as powerful arguments but as facts. ‘Belief’ here
has to do with Function 2, and, as such examples suggest, is also a word
with several senses, at least as many as attach to the somewhat analogous
word ‘love’.

5. See The Meaning of Meaning , Supplement I, § iv.

6. I am not assuming that the poet is conscious of any distinction between
his means and his ends.

David Herbert Lawrence (1885-1930) was bom in Eastwood,
Nottinghamshire, the fourth son of a miner. His childhood and youth, and
the environment in which he grew up, are vividly evoked in his
autobiographical third novel Sons and Lovers (1913). On the publication of
his first novel The White Peacock (1911) Lawrence gave up school-
teaching to become a full-time writer. In 1914 he married Frieda von
Richthofen. Until his death from tuberculosis in 1930, he travelled
extensively in Europe, Australia, and America, writing continually.

Lawrence's present reputation as one of the great creative geniuses of the
twentieth century rests principally on his novels, especially Sons and
Lovers, The Rainbow (1915), and Women in Love (1920), and his short
stories. But he was also a free-verse poet of considerable gifts, and prolific
writer of non-fictional prose on all kinds of subjects, including literature. As
a literary critic, Lawrence was an extreme and unashamed perpetrator of
what has been called the ‘affective fallacy' (see below, pp. 345-58). His
principles are set out, with a characteristic acceleration from argument to
polemic, in the opening paragraph of his essay on John Galsworthy:

Literary criticism can be no more than a reasoned account of the feeling
produced upon the critic by the book he is criticizing. Criticism can never
be a science: it is, in the first place much too personal, and in the second, it
is concerned with values which science ignores. The touchstone is emotion,
not reason. We judge a work by its effect on our sincere and vital emotion,
and nothing else. All the critical twiddle-twaddle about style and form, all
this pseudo-scientific classifying and analysing of books in imitation-
botanical fashion, is mere impertinence and usually dull jargon.



Despite Lawrence's anti-academic temper, his criticism has inspired many
academic critics. His insistence, against the grain of modernist orthodoxy,
on the direct action of literature upon life, and his critique of industrial
society, had a strong influence on the literary and cultural criticism
associated with Dr F. R. Leavis and the journal Scrutiny. His brilliantly
unconventional and opinionated Studies in Classic American Literature
(1924), largely ignored in Lawrence's lifetime, provided a starting-point for
critics like Richard Chase (The American Novel and its Tradition, Garden
City, N.Y., 1957) and Leslie Fiedler (Love and Death in the American
Novel, New York, i960) who have been concerned with the distinctive and
often oblique and deeply buried meanings peculiar to American literature.
“The Spirit of Place’ is the opening chapter of Studies. ‘Morality and the
Novel’ first appeared in the Calendar of
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Modern Letters , 1925, and “Why the Novel Matters’ was first published
posthumously in Phoenix (1936), which with Phoenix II (1968) contains
most of Lawrence’s occasional prose. Selected Literary Criticism, ed.
Anthony Beale (1956), is a useful selection which includes substantial
extracts from Studies in Classic American Literature and from the
interesting, eccentric Study of Thomas Hardy, written during World War I,
but not published in full until after Lawrence’s death.

CROSS references: 7. Virginia Woolf

11. E. M. Forster 14. C. G. Jung 33. Leslie Fiedler

commentary : Harry T. Moore, The Intelligent Heart: the story of
D. H. Lawrence (1955)

Graham Hough, The Dark Sun: a study of D. H. Lawrence (1956)

The spirit of place



We like to think of the old fashioned American classics as children’s books.
Just childishness, on our part. The old American art-speech contains an
alien quality, which belongs to the American continent and to nowhere else.
But, of course, so long as we insist on reading the books as children’s tales,
we miss all that.

One wonders what the proper highbrow Romans of the third and fourth or
later centuries read into the strange utterances of Lucretius or Apuleius or
Tertullian, Augustine or Athanasius. The uncanny voice of Iberian Spain,
the weirdness of old Carthage, the passion of Libya and North Africa; you
may bet the proper old Romans never heard these at all. They read old Latin
inference over the top of it, as we read old European inference over the top
of Poe or Hawthorne.

It is hard to hear a new voice, as hard as it is to listen to an unknown
language. We just don’t listen. There is a new voice in the old American
classics. The world has declined to hear it, and has babbled about children’s
stories.

Why?—Out of fear. The world fears a new experience more than it fears
anything. Because a new experience displaces so many old experiences.
And it is like trying to use muscles that have perhaps never been used, or
that have been going stiff for ages. It hurts horribly.

The world doesn’t fear a new idea. It can pigeon-hole any idea. But it can’t
pigeon-hole a real new experience. It can only dodge. The world is a great
dodger, and the Americans the greatest. Because they dodge their own very
selves.
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There is a new feeling in the old American books, far more than there is in
the modern American books, which are pretty empty of any feeling, and
proud of it. There is a ‘different’ feeling in the old American classics. It is
the shifting over from the old psyche to something new, a displacement.
And displacements hurt. This hurts. So we try to tie it up, like a cut finger.
Put a rag round it.



It is a cut too. Cutting away the old emotions and consciousness. Don’t ask
what is left.

Art-speech is the only truth. An artist is usually a damned liar, but his art, if
it be art, will tell you the truth of his day. And that is all that matters. Away
with eternal truth. Truth lives from day to day, and the marvellous Plato of
yesterday is chiefly bosh today.

The old American artists were hopeless liars. But they were artists, in spite
of themselves. Which is more than you can say of most living practitioners.

And you can please yourself, when you read The Scarlet Letter, whether
you accept what that sugary, blue-eyed little darling of a Hawthorne has to
say for himself, false as all darlings are, or whether you read the impeccable
truth of his art-speech.

The curious thing about art-speech is that it prevaricates so terribly, I mean
it tells such lies. I suppose because we always all the time tell ourselves
lies. And out of a pattern of lies art weaves the truth. Like Dostoievsky
posing as a sort of Jesus, but most truthfully revealing himself all the while
as a little horror.

Truly art is a sort of subterfuge. But thank God for it, we can see through
the subterfuge if we choose. Art has two great functions. First, it provides
an emotional experience. And then, if we have the courage of our own
feelings, it becomes a mine of practical truth. We have had the feelings ad
nauseam. But we’ve never dared dig the actual truth out of them, the truth
that concerns us, whether it concerns our grandchildren or not.

The artist usually sets out—or used to—to point a moral and adorn a tale. a
The tale, however, points the other way, as a rule. Two blankly opposing
morals, the artist’s and the tale’s. Never trust the artist. Trust the tale. The
proper function of a critic is to save the tale from the artist who created it.

Now we know our business in these studies; saving the American tale from
the American artist.



Let us look at this American artist first. How did he ever get to America, to
start with? Why isn’t he a European still, like his father before him?

Now listen to me, don’t listen to him. He’ll tell you the lie you expect.
Which is partly your fault for expecting it.

He didn’t come in search of freedom of worship. England had more
freedom of worship in the year 1700 than America had. Won by
Englishmen who wanted freedom, and so stopped at home and fought for it.
And got it. Freedom of worship? Read the history of New England during
the first century of its existence.

«‘He left the name, at which the world grew pale,
To point a moral, or adorn a tale.'

—Samuel Johnson, The Vanity of Human Wishes.
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Freedom anyhow ? The land of the free! This the land of the free! Why, if I
say anything that displeases them, the free mob will lynch me, and that’s
my freedom. Free? Why I have never been in any country where the
individual has such an abject fear of his fellow-countrymen. Because, as I
say, they are free to lynch him the moment he shows he is not one of them.

No, no, if you’re so fond of the truth about Queen Victoria, try a little about
yourself.

Those Pilgrim Fathers and their successors never came here for freedom of

worship. What did they set up when they got here? Freedom, would you
call it?

They didn’t come for freedom. Or if they did, they sadly went back on
themselves.

All right then, what did they come for? For lots of reasons. Perhaps least of
all in search of freedom of any sort: positive freedom, that is.



They came largely to get away —that most simple of motives. To get away.
Away from what? In the long run, away from themselves. Away from
everything. That’s why most people have come to America, and still do
come. To get away from everything they are and have been.

Which is all very well, but it isn’t freedom. Rather the reverse. A hopeless
sort of constraint. It is never freedom till you find something you really
positively want to be. And people in America have always been shouting
about the things they are not. Unless, of course, they are millionaires, made
or in the making.

And after all there is a positive side to the movement. All that vast flood of
human life that has flowed over the Atlantic in ships from Europe to
America has not flowed over simply on a tide of revulsion from Europe and
from the confinements of the European ways of life. This revulsion was,
and still is, I believe, the prime motive in emigration. But there was some
cause, even for the revulsion.

It seems as if at times man had a frenzy for getting away from any control
of any sort. In Europe the old Christianity was the real master. The Church
and the true aristocracy bore the responsibility for the working out of the
Christian ideals: a little irregularly, maybe, but responsible nevertheless.

Mastery, kingship, fatherhood had their power destroyed at the time of the
Renaissance.

And it was precisely at this moment that the great drift over the Atlantic
started. What were men drifting away from? The old authority of Europe?
Were they breaking the bonds of authority, and escaping to a new more
absolute unrestrainedness? Maybe. But there was more to it.

Liberty is all very well, but men cannot live without masters. There is
always a master. And men either live in glad obedience to the master they
believe in, or they live in a frictional opposition to the master they wish to
undermine. In America this frictional opposition has been the vital factor. It
has given the Yankee his kick. Only the continual influx of more servile
Europeans has provided America with an obedient labouring class. The true
obedience never outlasting the first generation.
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But there sits the old master, over in Europe. Like a parent. Somewhere
deep in every American heart lies a rebellion against the old parenthood of
Europe. Yet no American feels he has completely escaped its mastery.
Hence the slow, smouldering patience of American opposition. The slow,
smouldering, corrosive obedience to the old master Europe, the unwilling
subject, the unremitting opposition.

Whatever else you are, be masterless.
Ca Ca Caliban

Get a new master, be a new man.
[The Tempest, II, 2]

Escaped slaves, we might say, people the republics of Liberia or Haiti.
Liberia enough! Are we to look at America in the same way ? A vast
republic of escaped slaves. When you consider the hordes from eastern
Europe, you might well say it: a vast republic of escaped slaves. But one
dare not say this of the Pilgrim Fathers, and the great old body of idealist
Americans, the modern Americans tortured with thought. A vast republic of
escaped slaves. Look out, America! And a minority of earnest, self-tortured
people.

The masterless.
Ca Ca Caliban
Get a new master, be a new man.

What did the Pilgrim Fathers come for, then, when they came so
gruesomely over the black sea? Oh, it was in a black spirit. A black
revulsion from Europe, from the old authority of Europe, from kings and
bishops and popes. And more. When you look into it, more. They were
black, masterful men, they wanted something else. No kings, no bishops
maybe. Even no God Almighty. But also, no more of this new ‘humanity’



which followed the Renaissance. None of this new liberty which was to be
so pretty in Europe. Something grimmer, by no means free-and-easy.

America has never been easy, and is not easy today. Americans have always
been at a certain tension. Their liberty is a thing of sheer will, sheer tension:
a liberty of Thou shalt not. And it has been so from the first. The land of
Thou shalt not. Only the first commandment is: Thou shalt not presume to
be A master. Hence democracy.

“We are the masterless.” That is what the American Eagle shrieks. IPs a
Hen-Eagle.

The Spaniards refused the post-Renaissance liberty of Europe. And the
Spaniards filled most of America. The Yankees, too, refused, refused the
post-Renaissance humanism of Europe. First and foremost, they hated
masters. But under that, they hated the flowing ease of humour in Europe.
At the bottom of the American soul was always a dark suspense, at the
bottom of the Spanish-American soul the same. And this dark suspense
hated and hates the old European spontaneity, watches it collapse with
satisfaction.

Every continent has its own great spirit of place. Every people is polarized
in some particular locality, which is home, the homeland. Different places
on the face of the earth have different vital effluence, different vibration,
different
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chemical exhalation, different polarity with different stars: call it what you
like. But the spirit of place is a great reality. The Nile valley produced not
only the corn, but the terrific religions of Egypt. China produces the
Chinese, and will go on doing so. The Chinese in San Francisco will in time
cease to be Chinese, for America is a great melting-pot.

There was a tremendous polarity in Italy, in the city of Rome. And this
seems to have died. For even places die. The Island of Great Britain had a
wonderful terrestrial magnetism or polarity of its own, which made the



British people. For the moment, this polarity seems to be breaking. Can
England die? And what if England dies?

Men are less free than they imagine; ah, far less free. The freest are perhaps
least free.

Men are free when they are in a living homeland, not when they are
straying and breaking away. Men are free when they are obeying some
deep, inward voice of religious belief. Obeying from within. Men are free
when they belong to a living, organic, believing community, active in
fulfilling some unfulfilled, perhaps unrealized, purpose. Not when they are
escaping to some wild west. The most unfree souls go west, and shout of
freedom. Men are freest when they are most unconscious of freedom. The
shout is a rattling of chains, always was.

Men are not free when they are doing just what they like. The moment you
can do just what you like, there is nothing you care about doing. Men are
only free when they are doing what the deepest self hkes.

And there is getting down to the deepest self! It takes some diving.

Because the deepest self is way down, and the conscious self is an obstinate
monkey. But of one thing we may be sure. If one wants to be free, one has
to give up the illusion of doing what one likes, and seek what it wishes
done.

But before you can do what it likes, you must first break the spell of the old
mastery, the old it.

Perhaps at the Renaissance, when kingship and fatherhood fell, Europe
drifted into a very dangerous half-truth: of liberty and equality. Perhaps the
men who went to America felt this, and so repudiated the old world
altogether. Went one better than Europe. Liberty in America has meant so
far the breaking away from all dominion. The true liberty will only begin
when Americans discover it, and proceed possibly to fulfil it. It being the
deepest whole self of man, the self in its wholeness, not idealistic halfness.



That's why the Pilgrim Fathers came to America, then; and that’s why we
come. Driven by I'T. We cannot see that invisible winds carry us, as they
carry swarms of locusts, that invisible magnetism brings us as it brings the
migrating birds to their unforeknown goal. But it is so. We are not the
marvellous choosers and deciders we think we are. It chooses for us, and
decides for us. Unless, of course, we are just escaped slaves, vulgarly
cocksure of our ready-made destiny. But if we are living people, in touch
with the source, it drives us and decides us. We are free only so long as we
obey. When we run counter, and think we will do as we like, we just flee
around like Orestes pursued by the Eumenides.

And still, when the great day begins, when Americans have at last
discovered America and their own wholeness, still there will be the vast
number of escaped
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slaves to reckon with, those who have no cocksure, ready-made destinies.
Which will win in America, the escaped slaves, or the new whole men?

The real American day hasn’t begun yet. Or at least, not yet sunrise. So far
it has been the false dawn. That is, in the progressive American
consciousness there has been the one dominant desire, to do away with the
old thing. Do away with masters, exalt the will of the people. The will of
the people being nothing but a figment, the exalting doesn’t count for much.
So, in the name of the will of the people, get rid of masters. When you have
got rid of masters, you are left with this mere phrase of the will of the
people. Then you pause and bethink yourself, and try to recover your own
wholeness.

So much for the conscious American motive, and for democracy over here.
Democracy in America is just the tool with which the old master of Europe,
the European spirit, is undermined. Europe destroyed, potentially, American
democracy will evaporate. America will begin.

American consciousness has so far been a false dawn. The negative ideal of
democracy. But underneath, and contrary to this open ideal, the first hints



and revelations of it. It, the American whole soul.

You have got to pull the democratic and idealistic clothes off American
utterance, and see what you can of the dusky body of it underneath.

‘Henceforth be masterless.’
Henceforth be mastered.
Morality and the novel

The business of art is to reveal the relation between man and his
circumambient universe, at the living moment. As mankind is always
struggling in the toils of old relationships, art is always ahead of the ‘times’,
which themselves are always far in the rear of the living moment.

When Van Gogh paints sunflowers, he reveals, or achieves, the vivid
relation between himself, as man, and the sunflower, as sunflower, at that
quick moment of time. His painting does not represent the sunflower itself.
We shall never know what the sunflower itself is. And the camera will
visualize the sunflower far more perfectly than Van Gogh can.

The vision on the canvas is a third thing, utterly intangible and inexplicable,
the offspring of the sunflower itself and Van Gogh himself. The vision on
the canvas is for ever incommensurable with the canvas, or the paint, or Van
Gogh as a human organism, or the sunflower as a botanical organism. You
cannot weigh nor measure nor even describe the vision on the canvas. It
exists, to tell the truth, only in the much-debated fourth dimension. In
dimensional space it has no existence.

It is a revelation of the perfected relation, at a certain moment, between a
man and a sunflower. It is neither man-in-the-mirror nor flower-in-the-
MirTor,
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neither is it above or below or across anything. It is between everything, in
the fourth dimension.



And this perfected relation between man and his circumambient universe is
life itself, for mankind. It has the fourth-dimensional quality of eternity and
perfection. Yet it is momentaneous.

Man and the sunflower both pass away from the moment, in the process of
forming a new relationship. The relation between all things changes from
day to day, in a subtle stealth of change. Hence art, which reveals or attains
to another perfect relationship, will be for ever new.

At the same time, that which exists in the non-dimensional space of pure
relationship is deathless, lifeless, and eternal. That is, it gives us the feeling
of being beyond life or death. We say an Assyrian lion or an Egyptian
hawk's head lives'. What we really mean is that it is beyond life, and
therefore beyond death. It gives us that feeling. And there is something
inside us which must also be beyond life and beyond death, since that
‘feeling' which we get from an Assyrian lion or an Egyptian hawk's head is
so infinitely precious to us. As the evening star, that spark of pure relation
between night and day, has been precious to man since time began.

If we think about it, we find that our life consists in this achieving of a pure
relationship between ourselves and the living universe about us. This is how
I ‘save my soul' by accomplishing a pure relationship between me and
another person, me and other people, me and a nation, me and a race of
men, me and the animals, me and the trees or flowers, me and the earth, me
and the skies and sun and stars, me and the moon: an infinity of pure
relations, big and little, like the stars of the sky: that makes our eternity, for
each one of us, me and the timber I am sawing, the lines of force I follow;
me and the dough I knead for bread, me and the very motion with which I
write, me and the bit of gold I have got. This, if we knew it, is our life and
our eternity: the subtle, perfected relation between me and my whole
circumambient universe.

And morality is that delicate, for ever trembling and changing balance
between me and my circumambient universe, which precedes and
accompanies a true relatedness.

Now here we see the beauty and the great value of the novel. Philosophy,
religion, science, they are all of them busy nailing things down, to get a



stable equilibrium. Religion, with its nailed-down One God, who says Thou
shalt , Thou shan't, and hammers home every time; philosophy, with its
fixed ideas; science with its ‘laws': they, all of them, all the time, want to
nail us on to some tree or other.

But the novel, no. The novel is the highest example of subtle inter-
relatedness that man has discovered. Everything is true in its own time,
place, circumstance, and untrue outside of its own place, time,
circumstance. If you try to nail anything down, in the novel, either it kills
the novel, or the novel gets up and walks away with the nail.

Morality in the novel is the trembling instability of the balance. When the
novelist puts his thumb in the scale, to pull down (he balance to his own
predilection, that is immorality.
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The modem novel tends to become more and more immoral, as the novelist
tends to press his thumb heavier and heavier in the pan: either on the side of
love, pure love: or on the side of licentious ‘freedom'.

The novel is not, as a rule, immoral because the novelist has any dominant
idea, or purpose. The immorality lies in the novelist's helpless, unconscious
predilection. Love is a great emotion. But if you set out to write a novel,
and you yourself are in the throes of the great predilection for love, love as
the supreme, the only emotion worth living for, then you will write an
immoral novel.

Because no emotion is supreme, or exclusively worth living for. All
emotions go to the achieving of a living relationship between a human
being and the other human being or creature or thing he becomes purely
related to. All emotions, including love and hate, and rage and tenderness,
go to the adjusting of the oscillating, unestablished balance between two
people who amount to anything. If the novelist puts his thumb in the pan,
for love, tenderness, sweetness, peace, then he commits an immoral act: he
prevents the possibility of a pure relationship, a pure relatedness, the only
thing that matters: and he makes inevitable the horrible reaction, when he
lets his thumb go, towards hate and brutality, cruelty and destruction.



Life is so made that opposites sway about a trembling centre of balance.
The sins of the fathers are visited on the children. If the fathers drag down
the balance on the side of love, peace, and production, then in the third or
fourth generation the balance will swing back violently to hate, rage, and
destruction. We must balance as we go.

And of all the art forms, the novel most of all demands the trembling and
oscillating of the balance. The ‘sweet' novel is more falsified, and therefore
more immoral, than the blood-and-thunder novel.

The same with the smart and smudgily cynical novel, which says it doesn't
matter what you do, because one thing is as good as another, anyhow, and
prostitution is just as much ‘life' as anything else.

This misses the point entirely. A thing isn't life just because somebody does
it. This the artist ought to know perfectly well. The ordinary bank clerk
buying himself a new straw hat isn't ‘life' at all: it is just existence, quite all
right, like everyday dinners: but not ‘life'.

By life, we mean something that gleams, that has the fourth-dimensional
quality. If the bank clerk feels really piquant about his hat, if he establishes
a lively relation with it, and goes out of the shop with the new straw hat on
his head, a changed man, be-aureoled, then that is life.

The same with the prostitute. If a man establishes a living relation to her, if
only for one moment, then it is life. But if it doesn't: if it is just money and
function, then it is not life, but sordidness, and a betrayal of living.

If a novel reveals true and vivid relationships, it is a moral work, no matter
what the relationships may consist in. If the novelist honours the
relationship in itself, it will be a great novel.

But there are so many relationships which are not real. When the man in
Crime and Punishment murders the old woman for sixpence, although it is
actual enough, it is never quite real. The balance between the murderer and
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the old woman is gone entirely; it is only a mess. It is actuality, but it is not
‘life’, in the living sense.

The popular novel, on the other hand, dishes up a rechauffe [re-heated dish]
of old relationships: If Winter Comes. a And old relationships dished up are
likewise immoral. Even a magnificent painter like Raphael does nothing
more than dress up in gorgeous new dresses relationships which have
already been experienced. And this gives a gluttonous kind of pleasure of
the mass: a voluptuousness, a wallowing. For centuries, men say of the
voluptuously ideal woman: ‘She is a Raphael Madonna/ And women are
only just learning to take it as an insult.

A new relation, a new relatedness hurts somewhat in the attaining; and will
always hurt. So life will always hurt. Because real voluptuousness lies in
reacting old relationships, and at the best, getting an alcoholic sort of
pleasure out of it, slightly depraving.

Each time we strive to a new relation, with anyone or anything, it is bound
to hurt somewhat. Because it means the struggle with and the displacing of
old connections, and this is never pleasant. And moreover, between living
things at least, an adjustment means also a fight, for each party, inevitably,
must ‘seek its own’ in the other, and be denied. When, in the parties, each
of them seeks his own, her own, absolutely, then it is a fight to the death.
And this is true of the thing called ‘passion’. On the other hand, when, of
the two parties, one yields utterly to the other, this is called sacrifice, and it
also means death. So the Constant Nymph# died of her eighteen months of
constancy.

It isn’t the nature of nymphs to be constant. She should have been constant
in her nymph-hood. And it is unmanly to accept sacrifices. He should have
abided by his own manhood.

There is, however, the third thing, which is neither sacrifice nor fight to the
death: when each seeks only the true relatedness to the other. Each must be
true to himself, herself, his own manhood, her own womanhood, and let the
relationship work out of itself. This means courage above all things: and
then discipline. Courage to accept the life-thrust from within oneself, and
from the other person. Discipline, not to exceed oneself any more than one



can help. Courage, when one has exceeded oneself, to accept the fact and
not whine about it.

Obviously, to read a really new novel will always hurt, to some extent.
There will always be resistance. The same with new pictures, new music.
You may judge of their reality by the fact that they do arouse a certain
resistance, and compel, at length, a certain acquiescence.

The great relationship, for humanity, will always be the relation between
man and woman. The relation between man and man, woman and woman,
parent and child, will always be subsidiary.

And the relation between man and woman will change for ever, and will for
ever be the new central clue to human life. It is the relation itself which is
the

a By A. S. M. Hutchinson (1921).
t> Title of a popular romantic novel by Margaret Kennedy.
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quick and the central clue to life, not the man, nor the woman, nor the
children that result from the relationship, as a contingency.

It is no use thinking you can put a stamp on the relation between man and
woman, to keep it in the status quo . You can’t. You might as well try to put
a stamp on the rainbow or the rain.

As for the bond of love, better put it off when it galls. It is an absurdity, to
say that men and women must love . Men and women will be for ever
subtly and changingly related to one another; no need to yoke them with
any ‘bond’ at all. The only morality is to have man true to his manhood,
woman to her womanhood, and let the relationship form of itself, in all
honour. For it is, to each, life itself.

If we are going to be moral, let us refrain from driving pegs through
anything, either through each other or through the third thing, the



relationship, which is for ever the ghost of both of us. Every sacrificial
crucifixion needs five pegs, four short ones and a long one, each one an
abomination. But when you try to nail down the relationship itself, and
write over it Love instead of This is the King of the Jews, then you can go
on putting in nails for ever. Even Jesus called it the Holy Ghost, to show
you that you can’t lay salt on its tail.

The novel is a perfect medium for revealing to us the changing rainbow of
our living relationships. The novel can help us to live, as nothing else can:
no didactic Scripture, anyhow. If the novelist keeps his thumb out of the
pan.

But when the novelist has his thumb in the pan, the novel becomes an
unparalleled perverter of men and women. To be compared only, perhaps, to
that great mischief of sentimental hymns, like ‘Lead, Kindly Light’, which
have helped to rot the marrow in the bones of the present generation.

Why the novel matters

We have curious ideas of ourselves. We think of ourselves as a body with a
spirit in it, or a body with a soul in it, or a body with a mind in it. Mens
Sana in corpore sano. The years drink up the wine, and at last throw the
bottle away, the body, of course, being the bottle.

It is a funny sort of superstition. Why should I look at my hand, as it so
cleverly writes these words, and decide that it is a mere nothing compared
to the mind that directs it? Is there really any huge difference between my
hand and my brain? Or my mind? My hand is alive, it flickers with a life of
its own. It meets all the strange universe in touch, and learns a vast number
of things, and knows a vast number of things. My hand, as it writes these
words, slips
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gaily along, jumps like a grasshopper to dot an i, feels the table rather cold,
gets a little bored if I write too long, has its own rudiments of thought, and
is just as much me as is my brain, my mind, or my soul. Why should I



imagine that there is a me which is more me than my hand is? Since my
hand is absolutely alive, me alive.

Whereas, of course, as far as [ am concerned, my pen isn’t alive at all. My
pen isn't me alive. Me alive ends at my finger-tips.

Whatever is me alive is me. Every tiny bit of my hands is alive, every little
freckle and hair and fold of skin. And whatever is me alive is me. Only my
finger-nails, those ten little weapons between me and an inanimate universe,
they cross the mysterious Rubicon between me alive and things like my
pen, which are not alive, in my own sense.

So, seeing my hand is all alive, and me alive, wherein is it just a bottle, or a
jug, or a tin can, or a vessel of clay, or any of the rest of that nonsense?
True, if I cut it it will bleed, like a can of cherries. But then the skin that is
cut, and the veins that bleed, and the bones that should never be seen, they
are all just as alive as the blood that flows. So the tin can business, or vessel
of clay, is just bunk.

And that’s what you learn, when you’re a novelist. And that’s what you are
very liable not to know, if you’re a parson, or a philosopher, or a scientist,
or a stupid person. If you’re a parson, you talk about souls in heaven. If
you’re a novelist, you know that paradise is in the palm of your hand, and
on the end of your nose, because both are alive; and alive, and man alive,
which is more than you can say, for certain, of paradise. Paradise is after-
life, and I for one am not keen on anything that is after-life. If you are a
philosopher, you talk about infinity, and the pure spirit which knows all
things. But if you pick up a novel, you realize immediately that infinity is
just a handle to this self-same jug of a body of mine; while as for knowing,
if I find my finger in the fire, I know that fire bums, with a knowledge so
emphatic and vital, it leaves Nirvana merely a conjecture. Oh, yes, my
body, me alive, knows, and knows intensely. And as for the sum of all
knowledge, it can’t be anything more than an accumulation of all the things
I know in the body, and you, dear reader, know in the body.

These damned philosophers, they talk as if they suddenly went off in steam,
and were then much more important than they ar