W= s /I
-H= =/ nilkw Wil

il

=/

[ |‘|?|‘|w IlI H | II I“|| = M

1' -
| | | =
i ."‘I“-‘
o | i

Basics of Literary Studies

Anton Pokrivcak
Silvia Pokrivéakova







Basics of Literary Studies

Anton Pokrivéak
Silvia Pokrivéakova

2023



Authors:
© Prof. PhDr. Anton Pokrivcak, PhD. & prof. PaedDr. Silvia Pokrivéakova, PhD., 2023

Reviewers:
Doc. PhDr. Maria Hrickova, PhD., Constantine the Philosopher University in Nitra
Prof. PhDr. Jaroslav Kusnir, PhD., University of PreSov

Copyright information

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as permitted by the above-mentioned
acts, without the prior permission of the author.

The right of the author to be identified as the Author has been asserted in
accordance with the Copyright Act No. 618/2003 on Copyright and Rights Related to
Copyright (Slovakia, EU). The text is assumed to contain no proprietary material
unprotected by patent or patent application; responsibility for technical content and
for protection of proprietary material rests solely with the author and is not the
responsibility of the publisher. It is the responsibility of the author to obtain all
necessary copyright release permissions for the use of any copyrighted materials in
the manuscript prior to the submission.

The online version of the textbook Basics of Literary Studies (ISBN 978-80-568-
0577-0) is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs
Licence. Based on a work at http.www.truni.sk.

The textbook is accompanied by the audiobook Basics of Literary Studies (978-80-
568-0576-3) which is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivs Licence. Based on a work at http.www.truni.sk.

Aknowledgement

Both the textbook and audiobook Basic of Literary Studies are results of the project
VGS Extension of study support for 1st year students as dropout prevention (2022-23)
intended to improve the quality of educational processes at the Faculty of Education
at the University of Trnava.

ISBN 978-80-568-0577-0
EAN 9788056805770



© 00 N O o b~ WODN R

Y
[

Sabte of contents

Introduction

Literature and its study
Literary history

Literary criticism
Intertextuality, or text in context
Language of literature
Literary kinds and genres
Poetry

Prose

Drama

Digital literature

Literary education
References

23
32
52
58
84
90
103
110
121
130
145






Grthrodnetssr

For centuries, the study of literature has been a traditional and inseparable
part of all philological and language-teacher training study programmes.
However, its focus and content have substantially changed over time, mostly in
response to philosophical, social, and cultural developments. So why should
university study of languages still involve the study of literature? What benefits
does it bring? Why and how should students read literature?

Some answers are provided in the present textbook which is intended to serve
as guide for students beginning their study of literature today. As other similar
study companions (e.g. Cascardi 's The Cambridge Introduction to Literature and
Philosophy, 2014; Culler "s Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction (2011) or
Klarer’s An Introduction to Literary Studies, 2023), it offers a concise and
accessible discussion of central issues in the contemporary study of literary
texts, including definitions of key terms such as literature and literary
scholarship, periods of literary history, theoretical approaches to the study of
literary texts, an overview of critical approaches, characteristics of language
typical for literature, classification of literary kinds and genres, etc.

Despite its similarities with other study guides, the present textbook is unique
at least in one aspect: itintegrates the knowledge coming from the international
context of the study of Anglophone literatures with a specific cultural and
geographical context of Slovakia (and Czech Republic), which establishes a
space for constructive comparation and mutual beneficiation.

The current text is an edited and extended version of the previous textbooks
Focus on Literature (2003) and Understanding Literature (2006) by the same
authors. The new and expanded edition is fully updated to include:
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e awiderrange of textual examples from Anglophone literatures,

e new developments in literary theory and criticism related to digital literature
and digital humanities,

e updated resources, added online links, and DOIs to make the textbook usage
more comfortable,

e and adapted references written in MLA style which is most commonly used to
cite sources within the language arts, cultural studies, and other humanities
disciplines.

Compared to the previous editions, sections for independent study (lists of
recommended sources and lists of literary terms) and self-regulated study
(questions and check-yourself sections) were added. We hope these will provoke
students to discover and explore various ways of “understanding literature,”
through their independent work in the libraries, on the internet, or by consulting
other resources, all of which can significantly improve their appreciation and
grasp of literature and its contexts. We do hope the textbook (and the course) will
help its readers - our students be ready and sufficiently informed for the study of
other literature-oriented courses and to develop their skills of independent
critical reading, interpreting and writing about literature.

We would like to express our gratitude to all those students and colleagues
who inspired us to write and continually update the book. We also thank to the
reviewers - doc. PhDr. Maria Hrickova, PhD. from Constantine the Philosopher
University in Nitra, and prof. PhDr. Jaroslav KusSnir, PhD. from University of PreSov
- for their valuable and constructive notes. Our gratitude goes to the proofreader
Caroline Ann Danék Kyzek, M.A., PhD., as well, for her careful reading and
suggestions which improved the terminological unambiguity and stylistic quality
of the text.

Authors
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7V Loitorature and its study

Warming up activities

Work in pairs or groups and:

1) Make a list of books/texts you consider to be literature.

2) Make another list of books/texts which you do not consider to be literature.

3) What do the works on your first list have in common?

4) What do the works on your second list have in common?

5) Can you think of any literature that is not written?

6) Search various sources and find at least 5 definitions of literature. Choose
the best one or create your own definition, meaningful and easy to
remember.

Compare and discuss your answers in your study group

Defining literature

Literature (from the Latin littera = a letter of the alphabet) is one of the words
familiar to almost everyone and used by many people daily. It appears in various
discourses, on various levels, in various social groups as well as historical
periods. its frequency of use has enriched it with multiplicity of meanings and
definitions.

In the English-speaking world, the most “classic,” as well as the most
extensively referred to, definition of literature is the one provided by René Wellek
and Austin Warren in their influential Theory of Literature (first published in 1945,
online). They put forth essential distinctions and conceptualisations which, in
our opinion, have not been significantly challenged until the present, and,


https://dn790007.ca.archive.org/0/items/theoryofliteratu00inwell/theoryofliteratu00inwell.pdf

although theirworkis notarecentone, it still seems to be the most practical point

of departure for an introductory course (Bennet and Royle, 2023).

In René Wellek “s and Austin Warren‘s understanding (1949), the concept of
literature comprises the following basic meanings:

a) all written texts (anything in print — great novels, poems, textbooks,
instructions for use, a music poster, a train ticket, etc.). This is the widest, but,
as they claim, for the purposes of serious study, insufficient concept of
literature. A definition of literature focused on “writings” can be found today
in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary & Thesaurus (online),

b) a sum of great books (although narrower, the concept is not sufficient either,
since, as they maintain, it is based on a value judgement, rather than on
serious formal and thematic distinctions),

c) imaginative literature (the art of letters or verbal art which uses words to evoke
aesthetic feelings as opposed to utilitarian literature, which rather aims at
passing on practical information, as well as to other arts using other
communication codes (shapes, colours, tones, etc.). A similar focus on its
artistic nature can be seen in the definition of the term “literature” in
contemporary Oxford Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary (online):
“pieces of writing that are valued as works of art, especially novels, plays and
poems (in contrast to technical books and newspapers, magazines, etc.)“.

Literature is an imaginative art made up of verbal sighs (words) which
communicate aesthetic messages. It exists either in oral or written form.

The given definition is an example of the criterial approach to defining
literature since it provides a list of criteria which must be met (therefore, it has
also been called the checklist approach). On the contrary, the prototypical
approach focuses “on an established prototype, a particularly good example of
the word, to which other examples of the word bear some resemblance” (Meyer,
1997, p. 2). According to this approach, literary works are:
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e written texts

e marked by careful use of language, including features such as creative
metaphors, well-turned phrases, elegant syntax, rhyme, alliteration, and
meter;

e belongto a literary genre (poetry, prose, or drama);

e intended by the author to be read aesthetically;

e seen by the reader as art and thus are indeed read aesthetically;

e (deliberately ambiguous and thus open to multiple interpretations.

The “narrowed” concept of literature will become the object of our
theoretical reflections in further chapters as well. However, by acknowledging
the “independence of literature”, people also acknowledge the fact that it is
part of human sciences and that the meaning the literary works “produce”
cannot exist in isolation but has to be related to other — non-literary
phenomena as well. After all, a literary work is made up of verbal signs, which
means that, if it is to have significance for human beings, it has to communicate
a message and that this message is usually very complex, involving various
aspects of human reality.

Before embarking on an analysis of the ways in which literature addresses
human reality, it is necessary to stress that even if the word literature (littera
- “letter”) suggests close association with written literary texts — manuscripts,
books, and, most recently, electronic documents — it cannot be limited only to
them, because in earlier historical periods a literary word was primarily a
“spoken” one. Many great works were originally told, sung, or chanted, and
only later on written down, including even such world cultural heritage texts
as Homer’s epic poems lliad and Odyssey, or the Old English Beowulf, as well
as famous “postcolonial texts” told by aboriginal peoples in the U.S.A,,
Australia, and Latin America. This fact makes it clear that it is not a letter, but
a word in its various manifestations (spoken, written, coded in electronic
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texts), which should be taken as a main medium (in Aristotelian terms) of
literature.

Why do people write and read literature?

Several millenia of study and intentional thinking about literature as art
brought numerous answers to this simple query. The comparative and critical
analysis of many sources can lead to identification of seven main functions of
literature:

e literature as imitation

e literature as fiction

e literature as affective art

e literature as expression

e literature as universal human knowledge
e literature as entertainment (escape)

e literature as part of culture.

Perhaps the oldest answer to the above query was provided by an ancient
Greek philosopher Aristotle in his Poetics (online): “Epic poetry and tragedy,

comedy also and dithyrambic poetry, and the music of the flute and of the lyre
in most of their forms, are all in their general conception modes of imitation.
They differ, however, from one another in three respects — the medium, the
objects, the manner or mode of imitation, being in each case distinct.”
According to Aristotle, literature thus fulfils men’s need for pleasure and
learning through imitation (mimesis).

After Aristotle, the idea of art as imitation has gone through different
manifestations within particular historical periods (neoclassicism, realism),
resulting in the modern concept of fiction. As Danziger and Johnson (1966, p.
13) have it, “for though the work is usually, in one way or another, a reflection
or recreation of the world and of life —what earlier critics called an imitation —
we are certainly aware of the fact that it is not, after all, the world and not real
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life”. What is fictional does not, naturally, exist in reality. It cannot be said,
however, that it does not exist at all, for fictional existence is a unique form of
existence. In this sense it could be said that fiction is something that is and, at
the same time, is not. Although fictional worlds created by writers are

not real worlds, they cannot be considered to be false either. Their power lies
in suggestion, in the ability to “materialize,” through authors’ imaginative and
creative capabilities, human longings, desires, fortunes and misfortunes,
happiness and tragedies. This power of literature leads to its many conflicting
theories.

Another approach is to regard literature in terms of its affective power on
readers. Since here the main focus lies in literature’s affecting readers’
everyday lives, the approach is called affective (“affect” in psychology means
emotion, feeling, or mood), or sometimes pragmatic. Its essence may be best
described by quoting Tolstoy’s (online) definition of art: “Art is a human
activity consisting in this, that one man consciously by means of certain
external signs, hands on to others feelings he has lived through, and that
others are infected by these feelings, and also experience them.”

As he further claims: “The stronger the infection, the better is the art”
(ibid.). Like imitation and fiction, the concept of literature as affective art has
taken on many different forms throughout the history, beginning with Plato’s
crediting art with a subversive power, through to contemporary reader
response theory.

In addition to literature’s undeniable power to affect the feelings of the
readers, i.e. its “receivers”, it also “meets the need” of its “producers”, the
authors of literary works, for expression (i.e. expressive function of literature).
What is it that the writers want to express? According to Plato (online), poets

are possessed speakers of divine truth “inspired to utter that to which the
Muse impels them”. In addition to divine knowledge, truth and sensations,
there are also other phenomena poets can strive to express. One of the
strongest concerns with expression can be found in romanticism and its
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outbursts of strong human heart. For the English romantic poet William
Wordsworth, for example, poetry is a “spontaneous overflow of powerful
feeling: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity. The emotion
is contemplated till, by a species of reaction, the tranquillity gradually
disappears, and an emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of
contemplation, is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the
mind” (Wordsworth, first published in 1800, online). A vitality and strength of
this sense of literature can be demonstrated by Expressionism (emerging in
the early twentieth century) whose aim was to “achieve a psychological or
spiritual reality rather than record external events in logical sequence” (The
Free Dictionary, online). Given their variations, this group of approaches (for
the expression-based understanding of literature is by no means limited to the
mentioned two movements) can be generally characterised as seeing the
fictional world through the eyes of the author, taking it to be a unique product
of a unique poet, dramatist, novelist, and a unique form of a unique talent or
craft.

Values expressed by literary works are, naturally, quite varied. While some
historical periods emphasised, for example, the values of objectivity and
universality, others reflected subjectivity and particularity. On the whole,
however, it could be said that literary works written during a particular period
usually tend to express similar values. Thus, for antiquity were characteristic
the works which addressed mostly universal themes — good and evil, man and
nature, man and god, reality and transcendence — and, on the contrary, in
Romanticism works which stressed particularity, subjectivity, individualism,
nature, etc. There are many common readers and literary scholars who
consider objectivity of values and meanings attributed to the so-called
canonical literary works (that is, works which are considered to be traditional
and most representative for a particular national literature or culture) a
fundamental and constitutive sense of literature, as well as many critics who
think the opposite holds true, seeing literature’s sense in its ability to subvert
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all past, present and future claims for universality. While the first approach
could be found in various formalist and structuralist movements (see New
Criticism’s qualification of a literary work as an objective artefact), the second
is clearly demonstrable in current postmodern approaches, especially in
cultural studies (for more see Buda and Pokriv¢ak, 2021).

Moreover, in their works, writers try to express not only their aesthetic
feelings but also other aspects of the world they live in. In recent times, for
example, rather frequent are the works treating topics which had previously
been “taboo”, “forbidden”, or simply considered unworthy of literary
expression (addressing women’s issues, problems of national and ethnic
minorities, postcolonial issues, etc.). As a result of the need to address
alternate, other than officially accepted and fostered, meanings, there
emerged cultural studies (see subchapter on other critical approaches)
analysing cultural differences in production, distribution and consumption of
artistic works among different kinds of audiences (differentiated along
possible “interpretive groups” based on gender, ethnicity, and other
principles). Cultural studies scholars very often search for non-traditional
meanings of literary works in non-traditional areas (outside the scope of what
they consider “narrow” textual analyses), using practices and procedures of
other, non-literary disciplines and often highlighting other than largely
aesthetic problems and issues (social and historical inequalities, feminism,
ideology, etc.).

Finally, in many contemporary opinion polls people say that they read
books for other than aesthetic reasons as well: to escape from everyday boring
life with its stress and problems, to relax after a hard work, to experience
foreign settings and lifestyles, etc. The books which treat such topics or
problems usually address masses of readers and sell well on the markets
(escapist literature). They can be found not only in bookstores, but in bus or
railway station lounges, airports, etc. Since they meet current mass interest in
uncomplicated entertainment, they are most frequently referred to as mass or

15



popular literature. In “high-brow” literary critical circles, popular literature has
been traditionally “looked down at” as superficial and not as valuable as the
so-called serious literature. Most recently, however, its status has been
reconsidered, especially by postmodern critics who attempt to elevate it to the
level of serious literature, or, in other words, to “close the gap” between the
traditional understanding of what is “high” and “low” (Fiedler, online).

The study of literature

So far, literature has been discussed here as a complex artistic
phenomenon, meeting different needs and serving different purposes.
Analogically complex and complicated is its study. The study of literature (or
literary studies) is a branch of scholarship exploring literary texts and culture.
It can be seen as part of a general study of arts and aesthetics, consisting of
four basic components (or theoretical disciplines): literary theory, literary
criticism, literary history, and, most recently, critical theory or simply theory.
Although each of them explores literature from a slightly different aspect, their
common goal is to allow the reader to experience a literary work more deeply
and precisely, either through providing more knowledge about its background,
author, or by offering an informed view of the complexities of a work’s
meaning.

Literary theory is the study of basic principles of literature, its categories,
and criteria. It is concerned with the analysis of general literary or aesthetic
categories, common for more works of literature, such as the relationship of
literature to other arts or other areas of human knowledge, the ontology of a
literary work, composition (theme, plot, character, setting, point of view, etc.),
and literary style (diction, rhythm, rhyme, tropes, etc.). Literary theory is
sometimes taken to be superior to the other two disciplines, especially
because it serves as a common denominator for theoretical as well as critical
activities.
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Literary criticism is the analysis, evaluation or interpretation of the works
of literature, mostly performed by literary scholars or critics. it is focused on
the clarification of meaning of a particular work, unlike literary theory, and
uses synchronic methods of interpretation (see chapter Literary criticism). In
some American traditions, literary criticism stands for literary theory as well,
although this conflation has been challenged.

Literary history approaches literature (a particular work of art, a period,
movement, school, or a theoretical category) from a historical, diachronic
point of view, tracing its development over a longer period of time (see chapter
Literary history). This approach has been enriched by versions of critical
theory. Critical theory, or simply Theory, is a result of significant challenges to
the status of the literary work occurring in the late twentieth century, when
the literary, traditionally a constitutive feature of the ontological uniqueness
of the literary work, has been spread out to other, non-literary fields, such as
history, philosophy, law, or anthropology. While in the past these fields were
seen as contributing to the accumulation of human knowledge of the real
world, in the late twentieth century they are frequently taken as being only
different manifestations of a semiotic, textual, construction of reality.

Literary theory, criticism or literary history with their methods cannot be
seen in isolation. They usually interrelate, sometimes even conflict, but
through this enrich literature. It is impossible to analyse a historical movement
or work without familiarity with general literary principles, as it is equally
impossible to analyse a literary or historical or theoretical category without
drawing on particular literary works as carriers of such categories. Last but not
least, it is impossible to ignore the literary work’s relation to other “non-
literary” areas of human and social life as well.

In addition to the above division of scholarly approaches, one may also look
at literature through a perspective of other categorisations. Thus, the concept
of general (universal) literature should be mentioned, which involves the
study of literary movements, schools, and fashions identified in larger
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geographical areas, transcending regional or national lines (e.g. the study of
the development and poetics of magical realism across several national
literatures after World War 1). The general literature is often referred to as
world or comparative literature as well. Within world or comparative literature
interrelationships between two or more national literatures (e.g. comparing
poetic techniques of magical realism used in English and American literatures)
can be examined.

National literature is one of the most frequently used terms in the field of
literary scholarship, though, paradoxically, very difficult to define properly. The
core of the problem lies in the fact that national literatures are usually
distinguished by means of linguistic criteria (one national language — one
national literature). Such an approach is, however, not sufficient in the case of
English, American, Irish, Australian literatures, or literatures of some parts of
Africa or India, since they are all Anglophone. Defining national literature using
geographical criteria (one country/land — one national literature) is
guestionable as well, for example in the case of American literature with its
Jewish, Latino-American, African-American, and other “ethnic” or “minority”
literatures. To apply an author’s national consciousness poses a problem when

III

dealing with the so-called “international” writers, such as Milan Kundera (a
Czech who was living and writing in exile in France and his works becoming an
integral part of French literature), or T. S. Eliot — born in the U.S.A. and
becoming a British citizen.

Traditional divisions into the world, national and comparative literatures
have recently been enriched by concepts introduced within poststructural
perspectives and efforts. Thus, we can often come across divisions along ethnic
lines (literature of ethnic minorities in the U.S.A., but also in Slovakia), gender
lines (feminist or gay and lesbian literature) as well as political and
geographical lines (postcolonial literature).

As in the case of literary theory, criticism, history, and critical theory, the
concepts of general (world, national, comparative, as well as perhaps the
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newly emphasised ethnic or postcolonial literature) implicate each other, i.e.
it is impossible to study national literatures without background knowledge of
certain universal tendencies and developments, or, in reverse, to explore
world literature without partial reference to national literatures, or to examine
literature of ethnic minorities without reference to the so-called “majority”
literature.
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Assignment 1: The nature of literature

Decide which of the following texts (A - G) belong to literature (= as a verbal
art) and which do not. Which criteria did you apply while deciding?

ONE SECTION ONE SECTION e
A BOARD NORTH BOARD NORTH TR
GATE OR GATE OR e
SEVEN SEAS SEVEN SEAS

e M’\Ama-\—v‘

BROOKFIELD, SALT CREEK & WESTERN RAILROAD

—THE 200 LINE— ottt

THESE TICKETS MAY BE USED AT ANY TIME ADULT

TRAINS OPERATE ONLY IN SEASONABLE WEATHIR $1.00 ,

SAVE UNPUNCHED SECTIONS FOR YOUR NEXT VISIT {

TO BROOKFIELD 200. "\l - . , |
NO REFUNDS

This delicious pasta really is the
total package: Hearty, easy, full of
cheese, and bursting with carbs! All
the qualities | look for in a friend.
That made no sense. What a great
(and fitting) way for me to kick off
Monday morning!

Anyway, you really will love this
pasta, as you get a bunch of
deliciousness without a whole lot of
effort. It’s a great presentation if you’re having company over (Does anyone have
company over anymore? Do people still call guests ‘company?’ Or is that just another old
term I've hung onto through the years, along with ‘television set?’ and ‘fella?’) or just
makes a perfect weeknight meal.

Here’s how to make it!
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C

“I may be drunk, Miss, but in the morning |
will be sober and you will still be ugly.“

Winston Churchill

Mother Mary comes to me,
G [ G
Speaking words of wisdom, let it be.

And in my hour of darkness,
Em C
She is standing right in front of me,
G D C G
Speaking words of wisdom, let it be.

Chorus:
Em Bm (o] G
Let it be, let it be, let it be, let it be.
D cC G
Whisper words of wisdom, let it be.

G D
And when the broken hearted people
Em

Living in the world agree,
G [
There will be an answer, let it be.

G D
For though they may be parted,

Em C

There is still a chance that they will see,
G D G
There will be an answer, let it be.

Chorus

G

And when the night is cloudy,
Em (o

There is still a light that shines on me,

G D G

Shine on til tomorrow, let it be.
G

I wake up to the sound of music,

Em [+

Mother Mary comes to me,

G G

Whisper words of wisdom, let it be.

Chorus

Let It Be John Lennon/Paul McCartney
G

When I find myself in times of trouble,
Em

F

At the age of 18, Shakespeare married the
26-year-old Anne Hathaway. The
consistory court of the Diocese of
Worcester issued a marriage licence on 27
November 1582. The next day, two of
Hathaway's neighbours posted bonds
guaranteeing that no lawful claims
impeded the marriage. The ceremony may
have been arranged in some haste, since
the Worcester chancellor allowed the
marriage banns to be read once instead of
the usual three times, and six months after
the marriage Anne gave birth to a
daughter, Susanna, baptised 26 May 1583.
Twins, son Hamnet and daughter Judith,
tfollowed almost two years later and were
baptised 2 February 1585.
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In order to better understand literary works, they are usually grouped
according to various criteria (language they are written in, genres, poetic
characteristics, and a literary period they emerged in). It is common knowledge
that such groupings enable students and literary scholars to uncover distinctive
characteristics of a particular literary work. Grouping literary works according to
the time of their origin and poetics prevalent at that time is one of the most
frequent classifications used in literary studies (it is used, for example, in many
university courses). Drawing on the approach to the study of literary works from
the aspect of individual historical periods, literary history is then (along with
literary criticism, literary theory, and, perhaps, critical theory) one of the main
branches of literary scholarship. It assumes that a particular historical culture
within which the text was created is crucial for its comprehension. Thus to
understand the historical meaning of a literary text, literary historians claim that
it is necessary to know the cultural background within which the text was
produced, or, in other words, the cultural dominant of a particular historical
period - for there is no doubt that every historical period has its own unique
dominant which is, in a hidden or open way, manifested in the work as its
particular philosophical, religious, and scientific perspective. Moreover, each
text was written under specific social and economic circumstances which may
also have had a significant influence on the work.

In the context of literary history, the reciprocal relationship between a
particular culture within which the text was created and a particular culture
within which the reader exists is an important subject for comparative literary
analysis.
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Periods of literary history

In literary history, as well as in the general history of arts, the following periods
are traditionally distinguished:

Ancient literature is a term usually indicating literatures of the oldest
civilisations and cultures (Egyptian, Syrian, Indian, Chinese, Japanese, Hebrew,
etc.). For the development of European literatures, of a crucial importance is the
history of Greek and Latin literatures. They are traditionally dated to the period
between approximately 500 B.C. and 500 A. D. and thought to exhibit, among
other things, the following features: a young and beautiful human body as an
ideal of beauty, natural love, kalokagathia - a sense of harmonious development
of the soul and the body. The fact that literary works (poems, songs) were spread
orally had important consequences for their poetics (frequent and petrified
rhetoric figures). As for genres, the ancient times were typical for the popularity
of tragedy, the lyric (odes, hymns, and bucolic) as well as epic poetry. No fictional
genres in the modern sense of the word existed at that time. They only developed
later on from epic poetry. Famous ancient authors of Ancient Greek drama and
epic poetry include, to name just a few of them, Homer, Virgil, Horace, and Ovid.

The rise of Christianity in Europe brought important changes not only in
political and social spheres, but also in culture and arts. A strong influence of
Christianity can be seen in medieval literature. The term “medieval” (referring to
the Middle Ages) is a translation from Latin medius (middle) and a&evum (age). It
names the period between antiquity and the Renaissance, i.e. 5"-15™ centuries
(the fall of Constantinople in 1453 is traditionally mentioned as an ending date)
and can be considered only in the context of European literature and arts. Its
basic characteristics include Latin as a universal language of literary works
around Europe, strong poetic relationships between literary texts and the Bible
as the most respected source of knowledge, and priority of religious characters,
motives and topics in any literary texts. The ideal of a beautiful young human body
was replaced by the characters of saints forgetting their bodies and living in
desire for death and physical ascetics.
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The typical features of medieval poetics include strict norms of writing,
rhetoric of religious pathos, allegories, and symbols. Poetics was strongly
influenced by the fact that texts were anonymous and rewritten several times
which led to petrified rhetorical forms, as well as to many mistakes and
deviations in manuscripts. The genres of medieval literature were the same as in
ancient literatures, that s, the lyric and drama (there was, however, also a strong
stream of the epic, such as Arthurian legends, Alexandreis epics, versified
romances, etc.). Unlike ancient tragedy, however, medieval drama assumed
mostly the form of religious mystery and morality plays. Romances and various
epic poems sung by folk singers were also popular and influential in vernacular
literature (oral and written). The canon of English medieval literature, for
instance, includes the Germanic epic poem Beowulf (8" century, online), the
anonymous Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (written in the late 14th century,
online), and Canterbury Tales (1476 and 1483, online) by Geoffrey Chaucer (for
more see Godden and Lapidge, 2013, or Manegris, 2011).

The period of European artistic and philosophical history following the Middle
Ages is called Renaissance, meaning “rebirth” in French, since itis characterized
by the revival of interest in classical antiquity. Its beginnings can be found in Italy
in the 14™ century and the movement continued through the 15™ and 16"
centuries in the most developed countries of Western Europe. The Renaissance
can be understood as a revolt against medieval scholasticism and sterility; while
looking for sources in the “pagan” (Greek and Roman) ideals. The famous
Renaissance authors, including Dante (1265- 1321) and Petrarch (1304-1374),
imitated the Roman poets and their works with typical composition (e.g.
Petrarch’s poems were written in Latin hexameter). The second period of the
Renaissance was marked by the development of Humanism which had spread to
many European countries and deeply influenced science (Copernicus, Galileo,
Kepler and Newton), fine arts (Raphael, Leonardo, Bellini, and Michel-Angelo),
works of contemporary philosophers (Thomas More, Campanella, Bruno,
Ronsard, Erasmus, and Copernicus), and even religious politics (Martin Luther
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and his Reformation). The new philosophy, with its passion for knowledge and
exploration, also led to great geographical discoveries of new continents and
lands (America was discovered in 1492).

Within Renaissance literature, two interrelated streams can be recognized:
the officially valued or “patronised” literature of lyric poetry, political and
philosophical prose, and drama (tragedy and comedy), and the carnivalesque
and grotesque writings “turning the world up-side-down”, e.g. famous Gargantua
and Pantagruel (consisting of five books published in 1532-1564) by Francgoise
Rabelais and Don Quixote (originally published in two parts in 1605 and 1615) by
Miguel Cervantes de Saavedra. The English Renaissance began in the late 15th
century with works of Sir Thomas More and Sir Thomas Wyatt, and it is usually
divided into four sub-periods: the Elizabethan Age, the Jacobean Age, the
Caroline Age, and the Commonwealth Period (also the Puritan Interregnum).
Important Renaissance authors include William Shakespeare, Christopher
Marlowe, Edmund Spenser, Sir Walter Raleigh, Ben Jonson, Francis Bacon, and
John Milton.

Following the logic of alternation of antitheses, the Post-Renaissance or
Baroque period refused the classical principles and ideals of the Renaissance
and drew on traditional and conservative values of the Roman Catholic Church.
The origins of the Baroque (the term being derived from the Spanish word for a
pearl that is roughly shaped) date back to Rome around 1600. The main aim of
Baroque literature and art in general was to awake the audience’s wonder,
astonishment, and sensitivity by using rich metaphors and spectacle. The
Baroque style is traditionally marked as monumental, decoratively allegorical,
preferring external forms to content. In literature, the style employed classical
forms and genres of the Renaissance, but adapted them to achieve grandiose,
energetic, and highly dramatic effects. New forms and genres were developed as
well, for example the romanzo, which is sometimes considered to be a
predecessor of the novel. Famous Baroque authors include Torquato Tasso
(Gerusalemme Liberata, 1584) and John Milton (Paradise Lost, approx. 1650-
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1660, online); it has to be noted, however, that English literary historians are
somewhat reluctant to apply the term to the 16™-century English literature.

In the late 17th century a new cultural period, Neoclassicism (The Age of
Reason, The Enlightenment), was on the horizon. The European societies were
strongly influenced by industrialisation and important mechanical inventions
(the steam engine, telescope, thermometer, Newton’s law of gravitation). This
period also saw the rise of cities and the middle class. The arts reflected
important changes in science and philosophy. Typical characteristics of literary
Neoclassicism can be formulated as follows: emphasis on powers of mind (“I
think, therefore | am,” wrote René Descartes), strong traditionalism, distrust
toward radical innovations, respect for classical writers, strong rationalism (see
forexample Boileau “s L’Art poétique). Literary genres were rationally divided into
high (e.g. hymns, odes, and tragedies describing the life and conflict of higher
social classes using their “noble” language) and low (comedies showing the lives
of low classes and using their “vulgar” language). Probably the most
representative author of neoclassical theatre was Moliere.

English Neoclassical Period (1660-1770) can be divided into three stages: the
Restoration (including works of John Milton, John Dryden, John Wilmot 2™ Earl of
Rochester, and John Locke), the Augustan Age (Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope,
and Daniel Defoe), and the Age of Sensibility (Samuel Johnson and Henry
Fielding). Similarly, “popular” and “canonical” literature intersects e.g. travel
narratives. In American literature, the 16™ and 17" centuries were the period
when Puritan writings and Revolutionary literature was developed.

European Romanticism as an artistic and intellectual movement in English
literature originated with the publication of Coleridge’s and Wordsworth‘s Lyrical
Ballads (1798, online) and lasted through the first three decades of the 19™
century. It stressed strong emotion, imagination, spontaneity, freedom, rebellion
against social and artistic conventions, and exploration of nature and the
supernatural. Romanticism favoured innovation instead of traditionalism,

common language, and inspiration from folklore motives and genres (ballads,
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folk tales, etc.). Romanticists preferred the exotic, the mysterious, the occult,
and the monstrous. An ideal Romantic hero was an isolated rebel avoiding the
company of other people. English Romanticism is represented especially by the
works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Wordsworth, Lord Byron, Percy
Bysshe Shelley, and John Keats. In American literature, the influence of
Romanticism was manifested in the works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David
Thoreau, Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, and Nathaniel Hawthorne. The
contested “revolts” of Romanticism against Classicism, against the Baroque -
and its emphases on new forms of “subjectivity” — are rich areas for theoretical
and historical study.

In the nineteenth century, the sensitive Romantic was replaced by its
counterpart — the rational Realist who tried to reflect life without romantic
idealization and subjectivism. Realist writers were interested in the everyday life
of middle and lower classes, where the character is understood and shown as a
product of social factors and environment (typical characters in typical
circumstances). As a consequence of the dominance of mimetic principle (the
subject is represented in such a way as to give a reader the illusion of actual and
ordinary experience) and the use of middle-class language, realistic literature
was the first period in which prose genres (a novel, a short story) were preferred.
Important representatives of literary realism include Flaubert, Balzac,
Dostoevsky and Ibsen (in drama).

In English literature, the period of Realism is connected with the Victorian
Period (George Eliot, Alfred Lord Tennyson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Matthew
Arnold, Charles Dickens, Charlotte Bronté, and Thomas Hardy), the Edwardian
and the Georgian Periods (George Bernard Shaw, Herbert George Wells, William
Butler Yeats, Joseph Conrad, Rudyard Kipling, Henry James, and Edward Morgan
Forster.)

The Realistic Period in American literature was characterized by the works of
Mark Twain, Henry James, Bret Harte, and Kate Chopin, including the works of
Naturalists - Stephen Crane, Jack London, and Theodore Dreiser. Even though it
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may seem that Realism as a literary movement exhausted itself in previous
decades, manyinspirational streams within the realistic tradition orindependent
literary works have still been underway (c.f. Pokrivéakova et al., 2004).

The beginning of the 20" century was marked by (up to that time) the worst
war conflict ever — World War 1. It influenced contemporary philosophy and art,
since the war was considered a complete failure of Western civilisation and
culture. It led to the refusal of all traditional values, including those of traditional
artistic forms. The conditions for the emergence of “high modernism” were cast.
Its nature was expressed by T. S. Eliot when he stated that the stable worldview,
as presented in the nineteenth century literature, could not correspond to “the
immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history” (Eliot,
1923, p. 483 or online). Modernism, on a philosophical basis, tried to break the
rules of bourgeois morality, Victorian optimism, and, in general, drew a
pessimistic picture of a culture based on apathy and moral relativism. One can
say then that literary modernism conceals an intellectual revolt against
traditional 19"-century literary forms. It tends toward a radical experiment with
new forms and techniques (anti-realism, individualism, intellectualism, the
disordering of structure, motives based on myths and archetypes, breaking up a
narrative continuity, radical disruption of the linear flow of narrative and a
coherent plot and character, violations of traditional syntax through stream of
consciousness techniques, emphasis on expressionism, surrealism, and avant-
gardes). Modernist trends work differentially across nations and cultures. They
are also inherently contradictory and, one may say, some of them in fact extend
older traditions.

In English literature, famous “modernist” works were produced by James
Joyce, David Herbert Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, William Butler Yeats, T. S. Eliot,
Dylan Thomas, and Seamus Heaney. American modernist authorsinclude Robert
Frost, William Carlos Williams, e.e. cummings, William Faulkner, John
Steinbeck, John Updike, Eugene O'Neill as well as writers of the so-called Jazz
Age (Francis Scott Fitzgerald), the Harlem Renaissance (Langston Hughes and
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W. E. B. DuBois), and the Lost Generation (Gertrude Stein, T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound,
Ernest Hemingway, Francis Scott Fitzgerald, Henry Miller and others). For more
detailed analysis, study an excellent book by Martin Hilsky (2017).

The term postmodernism was introduced in the late 20th century. It appears
originally in architecture and later on in all branches of culture and arts. Literary
critics (mostly Irving Howe, Leslie A. Fiedler, and lhab Hassan) began to use it in
the 1960s to mark the new wave of experimental fiction spread after the 1950s
which was rather different from modernist classics. While modernist literature
was a pessimistic reaction to the human disasters of World War |,
postmodernism is, among other things, a reaction to events of World War ||
(fascism, the holocaust). In its literary forms, postmodern literature represents
an anti-hierarchical, anti-dogmatic (“anything goes”) and a highly subversive
mixture of everything from previous periods (intertextuality): popular culture,
literature, and other media. Analogically, literary forms and genres are mixed as
well, as expressed by the famous’s essay (Fiedler, 1982): “Cross the border,
close that gap.” The list of outstanding postmodern authors includes Thomas
Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut, Vladimir Nabokov, John Irving, Richard Brautigan,
Angela Carter and others (for more see Boxall, 2013 and McHale, 2015).

Assignment 2: Literary history

Fillinto the schema the names of literary periods, their representatives and
their typical features.

Period British literature American literature
Ancient literature
features
representatives XXX XXX
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Middle English

Features
Representatives Geoffrey Chaucer XXX
Renaissance
features
Representatives William Shakespeare XXX

The Restoration

features

Representatives

Enlightenment

Features

Representatives

Romanticism

Features

Representatives

(@}

Lord Byron

Realism

Features

Representatives

Modernism

Features

representatives

James Joyce

20th century (Postmodernism)

features

representatives
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Literary criticism and interpretation

Literary criticism (either in its narrow or broad aspect) draws on a process
called interpretation, which is one of the most comprehensive ways to search for
the meaning of a particular literary work. Literary meanings are not easily
identifiable, not easily susceptible to a straightforward expression. The reason
for this is the fact that, through literary works, writers usually try to say something
significant about human life, love, hate, happiness, and suffering, i.e. about
things which are not material facts, which cannot be relatively well described and
defined, but which are of spiritual, sensual, intellectual nature, impossible to be
counted, measured, or weighed. Such phenomena cannot be expressed in clear
and precise language, but almost always only by means of indirect hints or
images. Then, if readers want to discover what these hints or images possibly
mean (and they always want to do that because the meaning is the purpose of
their reading), they have to think about them. This “thinking about” a work is
perhaps the simplest definition of interpretation. There are, of course, at least
two levels of interpretive activity: 1, natural or non-professional (performed by
average readers during the reading of a work and thinking about it), and 2,
scholarly (performed by literary scholars trying to capture the meaning of a work
in scholarly language (concentrating on the work‘s language, composition,
theme, characters, etc.) and transfer it to other scholars, students of literature or
other professional public. The “scholarly” interpreter is thus a mediator between
the two parties, interpreting to one of them what the other one says, either by
explanation or translating into its language (Souriau, 1994, p. 374), or, to put it
more simply, the person who helps someone understand the meaning of a text.
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As far as the extent of its application is concerned, interpretation is broad and
narrow by nature. According to Abrams (1999, p. 85), “in the narrow sense, to
interpret a work of literature is to specify the meanings of its language by analysis,
paraphrase, commentary; usually, such interpretation focuses on especially
obscure, ambiguous, or figurative passages. In the broad sense, to interpretis to
make clear the artistic purport of the overall literary work of which language is the
medium; interpretation in this sense includes the explication of such aspects as
the work’s genre, structure, theme, and effects”.

Characterising scholarly interpretation as a basic means for an identification,
abstraction, explanation, and, finally, transfer of other, coded meanings by
scholars to the readers calls for an inevitable question: Why do scholars do it?
Why do they interpret? One of possible reasons for practicing interpretation in
literature is that it is a natural element of literary communication. By writing a
poem, a novel or a dramatic piece, writers express something that they expect,
consciously or subconsciously, to be passed over to others, to the outside world.
That something is usually a message of various levels of complexity, clarity or
ambiguity, usually resulting from a complicated relationship of the author’s
personality with the world. In some works, the message is obvious; it can be very
easily derived from the words which are used primarily in their denotative sense
and thus do not require any activity to decipher it. Such works tend to be
considered didactic, not artistic enough. In other works, however, the message
is more complex, not lending itself to be put forth straightforwardly, but having to
be pointed to through interpretation of all the factors which can problematise it.
Such works therefore demand from literary scholars greater concentration,
sophistication and clarification power.

Whatis the nature of the meaning artists express and literary scholars explain,
and where does it come from? By answering this question one gets to the essence
of art and its interpretation. The most obvious source of the art’s “truths” would
be its immediate or historical reality - the individual and social environment of
the writer and the reader. Sir Philip Sidney, for example, claims that “there is no
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art delivered to mankind that hath not the works of Nature for his principal object”
(Sidney, first published in 1595, online). Using this perspective, a literary text can
be defined as a more or less faithful representation or, as Aristotle has it,
imitation (mimesis), of reality, something which comes from what people
consider reality, but is not identical with it. The (non-)identity of the text’s world
with a real world is referred to as fictionality. The fictional world is governed not
by the principles of physical nature, but by the principles of imagination. It is
made up of images (e.g. figures of speech, tropes), and its meaning, or message
it proposes to the reader, is almost always very difficult to establish (note the
original Greek meaning of the word trope as tropos “turn, direction, the figure of
speech”). To do it, it is necessary to analyse the work from different points of
view. A text’s meaning is thus a result of a complex relation between real and
fictional elements, played out in the background of the multiplicity of other
conflicting forces (individual, social, historical, religious, philosophical, etc.).
Because the relation between what is considered reality and fiction has been one
of the most difficult problems to solve in literary theory (throughout history it has
even constituted an important principle differentiating individual periods or
movements - romanticism, realism, symbolism, etc.), the meaning of literary
works still remains one of the most elusive, relative, but nevertheless fascinating
notions in literary studies.

The elucidation of meaning through interpretation is not restricted only to
literary studies but is significant for other human or social sciences as well. As
Marshall (1992, p. 160) has it: “Since the early nineteenth century, philosophers
of interpretation have pointed to three closely related ‘hermeneutic disciplines’,
each centred on the problem of interpreting texts: law, religion, and literary study.
Each ofthese has along and complex history, and the nature of legal and religious
interpretation continues to be vigorously debated. More recently, the importance
of interpretation in anthropology, sociology, history, and other disciplines has
been recognized”. These other “interpretations” differ from interpretation in
literary studies mostly in the fact that they involve much more straightforward
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relation to the real world. Thus, for example, in law the meaning “becomes
concrete only when it is applied in a particular set of circumstance - a ‘case’ - by
those who regard themselves as under its jurisdiction” (ibid., p. 160). A similar
fact holds true for religious interpretation where “meaning is an act to be
performed rather than a mere idea to be disclosed” (ibid., p. 160).

Speaking about the relation of literary interpretation to interpreting activities
in other disciplines, it must be said that one of the most important events
occurring in social and human sciences in the second half of the twentieth
century is their increasing interconnection. As a result, the previously more or
less clearly marked distinctions between “interpretations” have become vaguer,
creating conditions for the emergence of more general methodological
approaches seeking to identify common mechanisms of signification across
several (human, social, and even natural) sciences. In literary studies, this
tendency was manifested by attempts to return to interpreting literary works
through other, non-literary disciplines (psychology, philosophy, sociology, etc.).
Similarly, scholars working in non-Lliterary fields considered literary signification
a universal signification identified in all human, social, and even natural
sciences. These new tendencies, however, brought some, rather more
traditionally oriented, literary critics to claim that such “rule of
interdisciplinarity” deprived literary interpretation of its uniqueness. In the last
decades of the twentieth century, the clash of ideas resulted in an unhealthy
“polarisation” of values and even in “culture wars”.

Theory and criticism

As suggested above, interpreting literary works is a complex activity requiring
critics to take into account many different phenomena and aspects of the literary
process (Goulimari, 2014; Kush, 2016; Pokrivéak, 2018). Leaving out from the
considerations the natural approach to literature (mostly adopted by common,
non-professional readers), it can be said that, historically, professional scholars
have approached criticism from various points of view. Most commonly, the
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critical, interpreting activity has been associated with the discussing of particular
works and writers. Critics usually employed, consciously or subconsciously,
different methods or responded to different aspects of a particular work. When
relating primarily their feelings, arising from a particular passage or a whole work,
and expressing the responses the work evoked in them, they practiced the so-
called impressionistic criticism. The opposite of impressionistic criticism was
sometimes referred to asjudicial criticism. Ajudicial critic used his/herindividual
judgement to explain and evaluate the effects or the meaning of a work. If the
meaning of the discussed works was traditionally derived from, or related to, the
circumstances of the author’s life or a particular era, the historical-biographical
criticism is considered. According to Guerin, such criticism “sees a literary work
chiefly, if not exclusively, as a reflection of its author’s life and times or the life
and times of the characters in the work (Guerin et al., 2004, p. 22). As examples
of the reflection of events the author lived through in his/her work Guerin
mentions, among others, such well-known works as William Langland’s Piers
Plowman, Milton’s sonnets, Walter Scott’s /vanhoe, or John Steinbeck’s Grapes
of Wrath. In addition to historical-biographical considerations in interpreting
literary works, critics could also approach a work through the discussion of its
moral and philosophical undertones. As Guerin has put it, “the basic position of
such critics is that the larger function of literature is to teach morality and to
probe philosophical issues” (ibid., p. 22). From among the commentators,
critics, philosophers and writers, the names frequently mentioned in this regard
include Plato, Horace, Samuel Johnson, Alexander Pope, Nathaniel Hawthorne,
Matthew Arnold, Jean-Paul Sartre, etc.

The increasing identification of literary studies as an independent discipline
in its own right has caused, however, that the discussions of literature became
much more sophisticated and specialised. The twentieth century brought a
gradual shift from the use of general stylistic and essayistic skills, commenting
on broad questions of taste, value-judgement, or general historical or social
issues, to looking at a work from a more specialised, “technical” point of view
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(using either a newly invented specific literary terminology, or, in the late
twentieth century, borrowing terminology from other social and human
sciences). The increasing use of “technical language” resulted in the emergence
of critical approaches which freed literary studies from its traditional outfit
(characterised by the prevalence of historical, philological, moral, humanistic,
and other similar considerations) and shifted the focus of critical activity to the
literary itself. (It must be noted here, however, that the shift to the literary has
never been clear-cut and well-demarcated. In addition to several approaches
and critics using both literary and extra-literary principles and procedures (i. e.
psychological, archetypal, or psychoanalytical approaches), the late twentieth
century saw the return of the extra-literary in the form of post-structural
approaches.)

In further chapters we will discuss the critical approaches which are
considered to have most contributed to the changing attitudes to literary studies
in the twentieth century. We will begin with what is considered to have been the
most articulated shift in literary studies, i.e. the early twentieth-century turn to
texts as primary objects of critical attention. Of the text-centred approaches, we
will focus especially on Anglo-American New Criticism and Deconstruction. The
two approaches were selected because they represent, especially in English and
American critical practice, two temporal stages of text criticism — a structuralist
and poststructuralist one. Naturally, concentrating on New Criticism does not in
any way underestimate a founding role of two prominent European critical
schools and movements, i.e. Russian formalism and Czech and French
structuralism. In addition to text-based approaches, the twentieth century has
been characterized by its deeper interest in factors of literary communication
related to the author (a literary work being judged according to its ability to
authentically express the poet’s feelings, his/her state of mind) as well as to the
reader (Critics usually attempt to identify in the work evidence of the writer’s
experience. One of the most significant approaches within subjective, expressive
criticism is made up by the so-called Geneva Critics, or “the critics of
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consciousness” whose aim is to “look” into a writer’s phenomenological world
and to identify the processes of his/her consciousness by means of a text.) The
most important factor for reader-based criticism is the study of the effect of a
work of art on the reader.

New Criticism

The movement of New Criticism (if one can speak about the movement at all,
since the critics have never made up a coherent group) has been selected for a
more detailed discussion especially because it forms, more or less, a hidden
subsoilon which “stand” many players in the current American literary game. The
origins of New Criticism could be traced back to the situation in England, when
Victorian trends with their characteristic historicity, emphasis on the role of
the literary character and critical judgements of an essayistic nature based
upon taste and ethical-philosophical reflections, came to an end and, instead
of them, a new modernistic sensibility emerged. According to Hilsky (1976, pp.
14-15), New Criticism was a refusal of all the principles of Victorian criticism
and its cult of paradox and irony “was an expression of the intellectual climate
of the period and was internally related with the general emphasis on the
disparate experience and relativisation of all existing human and aesthetic
values”.

One of the first “New Critics” in English literary studies was I. A. Richards.
Much clearer focus on what will later become basic imperative of the American
New Criticism can be found in the work of Richards’s disciple William Empson,
mainly in his most famous 7 Types of Ambiguity (1930, revised edition in 1953)
- despite the fact, though, that Richards’s influence was stronger and more
stable. In addition to Richards and Empson New Criticism was also formed by
the work of one of the greatest personalities in English and American literary
studies — T. S. Eliot. Even though Eliot himself expressed doubts about such
“formational” influence of his work on other critics, one cannot leave
unnoticed direct relations especially between his early works and what later
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crystallised as the main principles of New Criticism —i.e. hypostasising the text
as an objective artefact (living its own life, not dependent on the personality
of the author or the recipient) and generating the meaning primarily through
its linguistic component parts. Thus in his famous essay Tradition and
Individual Talent, Eliot claims that “Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation
is directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry” (Eliot, 1949, online), and

further, “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" (ibid.).
In the same essay, he mentions the combination of positive and negative
emotions and their balance, which actually foreshadows the new critical
“ambiguity” of the literary work’s linguistic structures.

Moving from England to the USA, one has to emphasise the fact that
theoretical activities of the American New Critics were never separated from
the general social situation, as it is sometimes presented in current studies,
but were part of the overall critical potential affecting social sciences in those
times. First of all, it was the disagreement with the rise of modernistic,
industrial society which was in the USA associated with the industrial North.
All founding members of New Criticism, John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate
and Robert Penn Warren were Southerners and felt the need for an alternative
against the dominant material culture of the capitalistic North. They published
theirideas, together with 9 other Southern authors, in the collection of studies /’ll
Take My Stand (1930, 2006). From the late 1930s, however, their attention
gradually moved more specifically to literary issues, resulting in the publication
of several works which were clearly established as part of formalist and
structuralist thinking about literature. They included Brooks and Warren’s
Understanding Poetry (1938), Ransom s The New Criticism (1941), Brooks “s The
Well-Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (1947), and, later on, The
Verbal Icon (1957) by Wimsatt and Beardsley. In them, they elaborated what
became the characteristic contribution of this Anglo-American theoretical
movement to the world literary studies, the location of the work’s aesthetic value
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and meaning primarily in its language (full of ambiguities, paradox, irony, verbal
connotations and images), and its revealing by the critic in the process of “close
reading”.

One of the first statements of this principle appeared in the prefatory letter
“Letter to the Teacher” of the abovementioned Understanding Poetry: An
Anthology for College Students (Brooks & Warren, 1938, p. 41):

“This book has been conceived on the assumption that if poetry is worth
teaching at allitis worth teaching as poetry. The temptation to make a substitute
for the poem as the object of study is usually overpowering. The substitutes are
various, but the most common ones are:

1. Paraphrase of logical and narrative content;
2. Study of biographical and historical materials;
3. Inspirational and didactic interpretation.

Of course, paraphrase may be necessary as a preliminary step in the reading
of a poem, and a study of the biographical and historical background may do
much to clarify interpretation; but these things should be considered as means
and not as ends. And though one may consider a poem as an instance of
historical or ethicaldocumentation, the poem initself, if literature is to be studied
as literature, remains finally the object for study. Moreover, even if the interest is
in the poem as a historical or ethical document, there is a prior consideration:
one must grasp the poem as a literary construct before it can offer any real
illumination as a document”.

The idea that the meaning of a literary work has to be determined from the
work itself, not from its author’s intention or perhaps from its impact on the
reader, was offered later on in a more sophisticated manner in two essays from
the Verballcon: “The Intentional Fallacy” and “The Affective Fallacy”. If one were
to choose a work which would, however, most representatively embody the “New
Critical” attitude to literature, one would probably choose Cleanth Brooks’s The
Well-Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (1974). As the name
suggests, Brooks’s book is a fine example of the “New Critical” power of close
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reading. Instead of extra-literary considerations, Brooks says that “the language
of poetry is the language of paradox” (Brooks, 1974, p. 3) and demonstrates it in
several brilliant interpretations of selected individual poems.

Naturally, the focus on the complexities of the discussed literary text’s
language has brought accusations of the “new critics’” supposed un-historicity.
In the following | would like to use the work of Allen Tate (another prominent
member of New Criticism) to demonstrate that these views were, and still are,
distorted and not based on a careful reading of their texts. In the essay “The Man
of Lettersin the Modern World” (from the collection of essays of the same name),
Tate claims thatin times when languages are devalued by mass control, the man
of letters “must discriminate and defend the difference between mass
communication, for the control of men, and the knowledge of man which
literature offers us for human participation” (Tate, 1952, p. 11). He sees the task
of the man of letters in the overcoming of the fragmentation of Western thinking,
of the Cartesian dissociation of thinking from the whole human being, in fostering
human participation at the expense of mere communication. The man of letters
must not support the illiberal specialisation of the nineteenth century spreading
out in the modern world, “in which means are divorced from ends, action from
sensibility, matter from mind, society from the individual, religion from moral
agency, love from lust, poetry from thought, communion from experience, and

9

mankind in the community from men in the crowd” (ibid., p. 20).

The substance of Tate’s anti-rationalist vision of society is most strongly
manifested in his interpretational probes to several great works of world
literature and criticism. | use the word “probes” because Tate does not analyse
here (as one, influenced by the signifying views of New Criticism, might expect)
the general formal and thematic outfit of the work, but concentrates on the
essence of artistic imagination, that is, on the philosophical and aesthetic
dimensions of the work resulting from the nature of social sensibility in a
historically concrete point of development (which subverts another myth - that
of an unhistorical nature of New Criticism), and on the quality of individual being.
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Attentive reading of Tate’s essays betrays a critic who is miles away from
reductionism, unhistoricism and mechanical, spiritless, formalism. His
interpretations present works of art in relation to the whole being of man and
society. Even if his concept of being is modernistic, attempting to overcome
fragmentation and specialisation, it is not a rigid one, for the critic is able to
identify the main future tendencies of social sensibility and critical thinking which
would eventually take over many features of Tate‘s angelic imagination -
superficiality, loss of sensual depth, and constant elusion of the meaning being
mostimportant of them. Itis, however, necessary to point out that Tate considers
the tendencies as negative and tries to struggle with them. Unlike this, the
postmodern thinking would consider the angelic imagination as a highly positive
element in the struggle with earthiness, naturalness, and the knowable reality.
Also the postmodern treatment of the concept of fragmentation and univocity is
different from the new critical one. Lyotard (1984), for example, identifies in the
society the effect of similar material, technical and technological forces,
including the importance of language, but his recommendation is rather
different. Instead of a desire for the unification of man and nature, he proclaims
a war on objective and deeply rooted values and calls for the contradictions and
relativity. Despite this difference, there are frequent opinions that there is one
point in which the New Criticism does not differ from postmodern critical
theories - the intensive concentration on a literary work; its close reading is a
predecessor of the deconstruction‘s verbal equilibristic.

Deconstruction

While the New Criticism draws, above all, on the formalist-structuralist
procedures and understanding of literature as an autonomous activity resulting
in the creation of a specific, uniquely literary meaning, deconstruction is part of
poststructuralist tendencies with their struggle against the autonomous nature
of the literary meaning. Its aim is to “subvert” or “undermine” any claim of a text,
be it literary, philosophical, or even scientific, to an “objective” meaning.
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Philosophically, the approach is based on the effort to “subvert” western
metaphysical tradition and its hierarchical oppositions: subject - object, idea -
matter, form - content, centre — periphery, to name just a few, and show that
there is no origin and end, and that the ruling principle in the world is that of
indeterminacy.

In literary study, deconstruction uses a “close reading” of canonical literary
texts, playing on verbal ambiguities, connotations and etymology of their
elements. It treats literary works not as works, with the elements arranged into a
hierarchical structural whole, but as texts based on intertextuality, citationality
and relativity of their elements, claiming that the meaning of any text is an
absolutely relative entity, radically open to contradictory readings (PokrivCak,
1997). The most important representatives of deconstruction include Jacques
Derrida, Paul de Man, Joseph Hillis Miller, and Barbara Johnson.

To illustrate the shift in values between New Criticism and Deconstruction,
i.e. between structuralism and poststructuralism, we will concentrate on
deconstruction’s “handling” of one of the central New Critical principles - the
autonomy of a work of art. According to Culler (1982, pp. 200-201), “for New
Criticism an important feature of a good poem‘s organic unity was its
embodiment or dramatization of the positions it asserts. By enacting or
performing what it asserts or describes, the poem becomes complete in itself,
accounts for itself, and stands free as a self-contained fusion of being and
doing”. Culler focused especially on Brooks* introductory essay “The Language
of Paradox” in which he analyses a well-known poem by John Donne “The
Canonisation”. In the essay, Brooks claims that paradox is the essence of poetic
language. It is the main device through which a poem acquires its effect. The
poem is about lovers who by rejecting the world, find a much richer world in each
other. Culler criticises especially Brooks* interpretation of the following stanza
from John Donne “s poem “The Canonization“:
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We can die by it, if not live by love,
And if unfit for tomb or hearse

Our legend be, it will be fit for verse;
And if no piece of chronicle we prove,

We'll build in sonnets pretty rooms;
As well a well-wrought urn becomes

The greatest ashes, as half-acre tombs,
And by these hymns, all shall approve
Us canonized for love.

Brooks identifies one of central paradoxes of the poem in the comparison of
atomb with an urn. The lovers are content if after their death their legend will be
preserved in verses, because as a well-wrought urn is more than a half-acre
tomb, the poem is more than a worldly legend. Singing out the power of love in
verses and comparing verses to an urn, Donne, according to Brooks, created
such an urn. The poem is a well-wrought urn. “The poem is an instance of the
doctrine which it asserts; it is both the assertion and the realization of the
assertion” (Brooks, op. cit., p. 17). However, according to Culler, such statement
is impossible, because, mathematically, there can be no statement about itself
-each statement about an Xmust be in a higher logical category than X. Similarly,
“an assertion about poems is decreed to be of a different logical type from the
poems it is about” (Culler, op. cit,, p. 202). Following the method of
deconstruction to find a weak chain in the text and then to take it apart ad
absurdum, Culler developed this relatively understandable sentence into atirade
of speculative logical operations which supposedly proved that the poem is an
example of infinite self-referential aberrations.

The post-deconstruction American literary criticism is full of subversions of
basic, in a Derridean language, hierarchic oppositions of Western metaphysics,
wiping out the borders between reality and its textual representation. New
Criticism did not know this levelling of oppositions and pan-relativity, but already
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anticipated it - in Tate‘s angelic imagination, in Wimsatt‘s fallacies, and
especially in Brooks‘ language of paradox. With regard to this, postmodern
tendencies do not seem to be new at all; they only intensify what has been
emerging for quite a long time.

Other critical approaches

The above-discussed critical approaches are two examples of what has been
going on in literary criticism since the beginning of the twentieth century. The
scope of this textbook does not, naturally, provide enough space to cover most
them in some kind of sufficient detail. This is the reason why this chapter
attempts to at least mention some other critical tendencies, and thus to make
the picture a little bit more complex.

As suggested above, the beginning of the twentieth century is associated with
the birth of text-centred approaches to literary criticism. One of the most
prominent of such approaches is Russian Formalism, or “Russian Formal
School”, as ithas always been referred to. The movement originated in the 1910s
and ended in the 1930s as a result of unfavourable political circumstances in the
then Soviet Union. Russian Formalists revolutionised literary studies by insisting
on the need for the scientific study of literature, consisting of the search for
general or universal principles of literature, characteristic of every literary text.
According to Roman Jakobson, one of such principles would be literariness, i.e.
what differentiates a literary text from other texts. A key quality of a text’s
literariness is its ability to produce the effect of defamiliarisation. As Shklovsky
(1917, online), one of the leading members of the Russian Formal School has put
it, “The technique of artis to make objects 'unfamiliar,' to make forms difficult, to
increase the difficulty and length of perception because the process of
perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged. Art is a way of
experiencing the artfulness of an object: the object is not important In addition to
literariness and defamiliarisation, Formalists can also be credited to the
elaboration of other terms, such as motif, theme, fabula, subjet, etc.
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After the forced disintegration of the “Russian formal school”, some of its
members moved to Prague where they contributed to the work of the Prague
Linguistic Circle. The Circle consisted of scholars whose aim was to discuss
various issues related to linguistics and literature. Its members included, among
others, Vilém Mathesius, Nikolay Trubetzkoy, Jan Mukafovsky, as well as the ex-
formalist Roman Jakobson and René Wellek (they both later emigrated to the
USA). In their discussions, the members introduced the structuralist analysis of
literature (the movement is also referred to as Prague Structuralism). As Jan
Mukarovsky has putin his article “Structuralism in Aesthetics and in the Study of
Literature”, “a structural whole means each of its parts, and inversely each of
these parts means this and no other whole” (Fokkema & Ibsch, 1995, p. 34).
Mukarovsky’s main contribution to literary theory is, however, his claim that the
nature of the aesthetic lies in the aesthetic function. “Although ‘there are certain
preconditions in the objective arrangement of an object (which bears the
aesthetic function) which facilitate the rise of aesthetic pleasure’, Mukafovsky
maintains that ‘any object or action, regardless of how itis organised’ can acquire
an aesthetic function and thus become an object of aesthetic pleasure” (ibid., p.
32).

As a method of analysis, structuralism found its fullest manifestation in
French social and human sciences. Its beginnings can be traced back to the work
of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and the anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss whose theories were also transferred to literary studies. Other prominent
French scholars who could be termed “structuralists” include Roland Barthes,
Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida (later the founder of poststructuralist
Deconstruction), Louis Althusser, Tzvetan Todorov, Michel Foucault, etc.

An increased development of psychology at the beginning of the twentieth
century in Europe and the USA found its reflection also in literature, especially in
what is termed psychological criticism. The first psychological critics were
actually prominent psychologists — Freud and his disciple Jung. In his landmark
“Creative Writers and Daydreaming” (1908, online), Freud characterised art as
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an “adult” form of play (when people grow up, they cannot continue to use
children’s games and play, so they take art as a substitute for them) whose aim
lies in the wish-fulfilment and prevention of neuroses. Art is a sort of safety valve,
being able to free human (readers’ and authors’) tensions, a form of
daydreaming. One of the consequences of a Freudian line of psychological
approach is an introduction of psychological terminology into literary criticism
(the ego, super-ego, Oedipus complex, Electra complex, the subconscious). A
slightly different direction in relating psychology to criticism was taken by Freud’s
disciple and a founder of depth psychology, Jung who, in his “Psychology and
Literature” (first published in 1930, considered an artist to be a medium for the
channelling of the collective wisdom of humankind, of the so-called collective
subconscious. “The artist is not a person endowed with free will who seeks his
own ends, but one who allows artto realize its purposes through him. As a human
being he may have moods and a will and personal aims, but as an artist he is
‘man’ in a higher sense - he is ‘collective man’, a vehicle and moulder of the
unconscious psychic life of mankind” (Jung, 2023, p. 429).

In the second half of the twentieth century, psychological criticism was
developed into a poststructural version of psychoanalytic criticism, drawing on
Freud’s work, but using also the results of modern psychoanalytic research,
especially the work of Lacan (1977), whose main argument is that the
unconscious is structured as language. Interestingly, it provided space also to
elaborate certain feminist issues (e.g. the topic of the “castration complex”). As
with all critical approaches, psychological criticism has its advantages and
disadvantages. While one of its greatest advantages is definitely an increased
awareness of the complexity of human inner, irrational life (its instincts and
motives), among its greatest disadvantages usually cited by critics is its
privileging of human sexuality.

The Jungian stream of psychological criticism developed into archetypal
criticism which tends to emphasise mythical patterns in literary works (mythical
criticism). Archetypes signify “narrative designs, character types, or images
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which are said to be identifiable in a wide variety of works of literature, as well as
in myth, dreams, and even ritualized modes of social behaviour” (Abrams, op.
cit., p. 201). Some well-known and frequent archetypes (occurring especially in
myths) are the Promethean rebel-hero, femme fatale, life as a journey, death-
rebirth theme, e.g. cycle of seasons, seasons of human life, etc (ibid., p. 202).
The most distinguished representatives of this type of criticism are Bodkin
(Archetypal Patterns in Poetry, 1958) and Frye (The Anatomy of Criticism, 1957).

As mentioned above, the late twentieth century witnessed a shift from
structuralist to poststructuralist (or postmodern) critical theories, with their
strong emphasis on “cultural aspect”. Although varied in their origin and
objectives, these theories share a tendency to examine how certain cultural
categories, like gender, class, and ethnicity, are governing principles of literary
representation, how they help structure interpretive communities and reader
responses. The most common topics of the “interdisciplinary” criticism include
especially problems of formerly under-represented, or even downright
persecuted, minority groups within a particular national or world literature. Thus,
for example, there is a strong tendency for feminist, postcolonial as well as
lesbian and gay critics to explore writings and voices excluded by dominant
culture. Let us explain the “cultural studies” critical approach by a longer
quotation which, unlike complicated theoretical constructions, shows its
essence through its practical application:

“A college class on the American novel is reading Alice Walker’s The Color
Purple. The professor identifies African literary and cultural sources and
describes some of the effects of the multilayered narrative structure, moving on
to a brief review of the book’s feminist framework and its critique of
contemporary American gender and racial attitudes. Students and professor
discuss these briefly, analysing some key passages in the text.

Astudentraises her hand and notes that Steven Spielberg “s film version drew
angry responses from many African American viewers. The discussion takes off:
Did Alice Walker ‘betray’ African Americans with her harsh depiction of African
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American men? Did Spielberg enhance this feature of the book or play it down?
Are whites ‘fairly’ portrayed? Another hand goes up: ‘Is Walker promoting
lesbianism?’ ‘Spielberg really played that down!” the professor replies.

A contentious voice in the back of the room interjects: ‘Well, | just want to
know what a serious film is doing with Oprah Winfrey in it.” With the professor’s
guidance, class members respond to the question, examining the
interrelationships between race, gender, popular culture, the media, and
literature. They ask about the conventions - both historical and contemporary -
that operate within novels, on ‘The Oprah Winfrey Show’, and in Hollywood films.
They conclude by trying to identify the most important conventions Walker
employs in constructing individual characters and their communities in The Color
Purple. This class is practicing “cultural studies” (Guerin, op. cit., p. 239 - 240).

The above quotation makes it very clear that the cultural studies approach is
a departure from what has traditionally been taken for literary study, though, in a
way, it also draws on some older historical and ethical approaches to literature.
First of all, the “cultural studies” critic does not specialise in one specific area,
but in his/her interpretation is able to make use also of other theories across
human, social, and sometimes even natural sciences. This very frequently
provokes attacks from “traditional” literary critics who accuse him/her of the lack
of depth in one particular area, saying that nobody can be a good expert in many
different fields at once, and thus of producing only superficial evaluations. With
the lack of depth is related the second characteristic feature of the new,
“postmodern” cultural studies, i.e. its political dimension. Most relevant critics
draw their inspiration from the political agenda of the New Leftist orientations
reconsidering traditional arrangement of power distribution in the society -
alongside political, gender and ethnic lines. Thus, for a cultural critic, literature
is not a universal ph