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Background
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Unit 1

Classical Period

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to,
● Comprehend the socio-political background of the Classical, Renaissance,

Neo-Classical and Enlightenment  Periods.
● Identify the inherent characteristics of the periods.
● Demonstrate a broad understanding of the critical works of the critics of these

periods.
● Familiarize themselves with the main features of Greek and Latin criticism, and

critical works.

Background

Any person who aims to study literature needs to have an understanding about the origins
of a piece of work, about the writer, about the work, about the influences that resulted in
the creation of the work. Whether the person was writing in conformity with the
conventions of the time, or was he revolting against them, or supplementing them, or
creating new trends are to be examined.
Such questions from the part of the readers lead them to move beyond the texts, and to
enquire the roots by extending their knowledge by creating in themselves a sense of the
time period in which the works were written, the support or opposition the writers got from
their contemporaries, and their similarities and differences from the writers of their time
period.
But what is the difference between the critics of the ancient generations and ourselves? In
the ancient times, a person, or a critic, reading a piece of literature, had to give his
response or feedback about the work at the very instance of reading or watching it. The
criticism was direct. But what makes our life different from that of the older generations is
that the response that we give to a work of art can be done at any time. The immediacy in
response led to a strong emotional bond between the artistic creation and the audience or
critic. Hence, the critical works of the older generations gave importance to the emotional
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values of literature. They gave importance to imitation, creativity, moral principles and
pleasure.
This unit traces the development of literary criticism from its roots in the Classical world
to the criticism of the Enlightenment period. The viewpoints of the major critical writers
are analyzed in their respective historical contexts . The significant critical overviews of
the succeeding generations can be clearly envisioned through the comprehension of the
critical attitudes of the critics.

Key Themes

● The Classical tradition in literary criticism
● Renaissance and the emergence of English literary criticism
● English Neoclassical criticism
● The Enlightenment and its impact on English literary criticism

Discussion

1.1.1 Classicism

1.1.1.1 Greek Classicism

The word 'classical' in the western context refers to the Greek and Roman artistic traditions.
In Greek literary tradition, the term is used to refer to the age when Homeric epics, the lyric
poems of Sappho and Pindar, the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, the
comedies of Aristophanes and Menander were written. This was also the period when the
foundations of Western philosophy were laid in the works of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.
The time span of the Greek classical period is said to be from 500 B C to 323 BC, which is
the year of the death of Greek King Alexander.

● ‘Classical’ refers to the Greek and Roman artistic tradition
● Time span - 500 BC to 323 BC

The period from 323 BC to 31 BC is called Hellenestic period. On account of the military
conquests of Alexander, there was a diffusion of Greek culture in the Mediterranean and
also in the Middle East. During this period the city of Alexandria in Egypt emerged as a

SGOU - SLM - English Critical Tradition from Aristotle to …- English   | 3



centre of art and literature. Callimachus, Appollonius, Rhodius, Aristarchus and Zenodotus
were some of the known literary figures of the period. The Hellenestic period is said to end
with the battle of Actium in 31 BC, the year in which the Alexandrian empire in Egypt was
annexed by the Roman Republic.

● Hellensitica Period - 323 BC to 31 BC
● Alexandria - centre of art and literature

The works of Plato and Aristotle had far reaching impacts on the way literature was written
and also the way it was valued and interpreted. Plato was one of the earliest Greek
philosophers to have left a body of writing that has had impacts on diverse branches of
thinking, like metaphysics, religion, art, literature, ethics, language, love, etc. Plato was the
disciple of the Athenian philosopher Socrates, who was supposed to be a wandering
philosopher. No written texts to his credit have been unearthed so far. However, his
teachings have come to posterity through the work of his disciple Plato. Plato’s writings
are called Dialogues. Almost all the Dialogues available are in the form of a dialogue
between Socrates and some other figure. The only exception, perhaps, is the Dialogue Laws
in which Socrates does not figure as a character. Among Plato’s Dialogues, Ion, Republic,
Phaedrus, Laws and Symposium are of extreme importance to a student of literature. These
Dialogues give us an insight into the Greek perception of art and literature in the classical
period.

● Plato - the earliest Greek philosopher - disciple of Socrates
● Writings are known as Dialogues - dialogues between Socrates and others

One fundamental concern in Plato’s perception of literature is the ethical function of
literature. Art should serve the purpose of making the individual a better citizen and state a
better organisation. Plato is an idealist philosopher who argued that the material world is a
copy of the ideal world. This theory is illustrated through the allegory of the caves which
appears in Book VII of the Republic, one of the Dialogues of Plato. Art or literature
according to Plato attempts to copy the world of material reality. Therefore it is twice
removed from reality. Plato further elaborated this with the example of a chair. Since art
and literature is twice removed from reality, being a copy of the copy, it cannot be relied
upon to make the individual a better citizen or state a better organisation.
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● Primary concern of Plato’s works - ethical function of literature
● Art should shape a better citizen, and a better organization
● Material world is a copy of the real world
● Art is twice removed from reality, cannot be relied upon

In the II and III Books of the Republic, Plato further criticised the poets for misrepresenting
gods. Instead of presenting gods as the source of all good, poets have presented gods as
vicious and revengeful. Moreover, poetry has no moral concerns. It treats both virtue and
vice alike without any moral consideration.

● Poets present gods as vicious and revengeful
● Poetry has no moral concerns

In another Dialogue titled Ion, Plato criticised poetry for being the product of inspiration.
This dialogue is in the form of a dialogue between Socrates and a rhapsode, a public
performer of poetry. Plato argues that poetry takes its origin from inspiration and not from
cool deliberation. Therefore, poetry may contain truth, but it is not reliable as inspiration
does not always necessarily contain truth.

● Poetry does not contain truth, as it originates from inspiration

Plato was also critical of the pleasure derived from plays. Living in an age of philosophy
and logic, Plato believed that the rational faculty was far more important than emotional
faculty in human beings. Plays ‘fed and watered’ the emotions in human beings instead of
drying them up. He further argued that the pleasure derived from plays is malicious as it
arises out of the weakness or tragedy of fellow human beings. Further, the constant
impersonation of evil and ludicrous characters might lead to enfeeblement of the character
of actors themselves.

● Rational faculty more important than emotional faculty
● Critical about the pleasure derived from plays
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Aristotle was another notable Greek critic. He was, perhaps, the most distinguished disciple
of Plato and also known as the tutor of King Alexander. While his teacher Plato insisted the
senses as a stumbling block on the road to real knowledge, Aristotle considered sensory
perception as the first step in the pursuit of knowledge. Further, he did not endorse Plato’s
view of the material world as a copy of an ideal world, which exists elsewhere. These
fundamental philosophical differences from Plato made it necessary for Aristotle to
redefine Plato’s theory of mimesis. The Greek word “mimesis” means imitation. Plato had
regarded art as a copy of the copy, an imitation which is twice removed from reality.
Aristotle discusses his theory of imitation or mimesis in his seminal work Poetics with
examples from Greek literature. Poetics is a small treatise of about fifty pages arranged into
twenty six small chapters. It is perhaps the most discussed critical text of the classical
period.

● Aristotle - disciple of Plato - tutor of King Alexander
● Aristotle was against Plato, in his views on sensory perception and about the

material world
● Aristotle’s Poetics - theory of mimesis

Aristotle’s Poetics is not a set of prescriptions on literature. Rather it is a descriptive work
in which he describes the qualities of some of the successful works of Greek literature. It
follows the method of observation, analysis and conclusion. However, the work has certain
limitations too. Its treatment of different literary genres is disproportionate. A major part of
the work is dedicated to the description of tragedy while lyric and epic are practically
ignored. Besides, its style is highly telegraphic and concentrated. It is hardly self
explanatory.

● Poetics - major part description of tragedy
● Has limitations

As mentioned above, the discussion of tragedy forms the most significant concern of
Poetics. Chapters 6 to 19 are exclusively dedicated for the discussion of tragedy. In this
work, Aristotle defines the features of tragedy and the different kinds of tragedy illustrating
his suppositions with examples drawn from the writings of Greek tragedians like
Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides. Aristotle’s observations on tragedy are based on the
tragedies of Sophocles who was perhaps the most successful among the three Greek
tragedians. Similarly, his observations on epic are based on Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.
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● Chapters 6 to 19 - discussion of tragedy
● Defines tragedy, different kinds of tragedy

Aristotle also differed from his master Plato in his view on the function of art. Plato had
insisted on the didactic function of poetry. Aristotle on the other hand, argued that poetry
takes origin from two instincts for pleasure. The first is the instinct for imitation and the
second is the instinct for harmony and rhythm. One that owes its origin to pleasure must
also be pleasing. Therefore, according to Aristotle, the primary function of art was to please
and teaching was incidental.

● Aristotle - function of art - meant for delivering pleasure

Some of the terms and concepts introduced in the Poetics became very popular and their
efficacy was subjected to critical analysis during the Neoclassical period. Aristotle’s
concept of catharsis or purgation of the emotions of pity and fear, the concept of the unities
of action, place and time, his observations on tragic hero and hamartia or tragic flaw and his
concepts of anagnorisis and peripeteia attracted critical attention both in the Renaissance
and Neoclassical periods.

● Concepts of catharsis, unities of time, place and action, tragic hero, hamartia

1.1.1.2 Roman Classicism

The age of Octavian Augustus in Rome is generally considered as the golden age of Latin
literature. With the replacement of the Republic with monarchy, poetry and drama became
more fashionable than philosophy and logic. Virgil, Horace, Ovid, Seneca, Terence and
Plutus enriched the literature of the period.

● Age of Octavian Augustus

Horace was both a poet and a critic. As a critic, Horace is widely known for his work titled
Ars Poetica, the initial title of which was Epistle to Pisos. The treatise is in the form of a
versified address to a patron of arts L Piso and it is in the form of advice to young poets
about poetic craft. It was Quintilian who gave the work the title Ars Poetica. Ben Jonson
was one of the earliest to translate Ars Poetica into English.
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The work had a profound influence on Neoclassical criticism in French and later on English
criticism. The French Neoclassical critic Nicholas Boileau wrote his Art Poetique imitating
Horace’s Ars Poetica. Similarly, in England, Alexander Pope wrote his Essay on Criticism
modelled on Horace’s Ars Poetica.

● Ars Poetica - advice to young poets
● Ben Johnson translated the work into English

It was Horace who introduced the concept of decorum in poetry. Each poetic genre was
supposed to be written in a specific system of words suitable to its type and this selection of
words appropriate to each is called its diction.

Horace in Ars Poetica argued that skill was more important than novelty in poetry. The
poet, according to him, should choose a subject matter that is familiar and suitable to his
talent. The uniqueness of the work lies not in the uniqueness of the subject matter but in the
uniqueness of style.

● Insisted on decorum
● Skill is more important than novelty

It is from Horace that the Neoclassical criticism inherited the concept of poetry as skill
rather than inspiration. Horace, similarly redefined the function of poetry. Plato had insisted
on the teaching function of poetry while Aristotle insisted that the primary function of
poetry was to please. Horace observed that the function of poetry was to mingle the useful
with the pleasurable.

● Function of poetry - mingle useful with pleasurable

Marcus Fabius Quintilian was another notable rhetorician of the Roman period. He is best
known for his work Institutio Oratoria, which is a treatise in twelve books. The work deals
with the essentials of the art of oratory, but which can also be applied to the style of prose
writings.

● Marcus Fabius Quintilian - Institutio Oratoria - deals with the art of oratory
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1.1.2 Renaissance Period

The Classical period was followed by the Middle Ages. Although there is little consensus
among historians about the periodisation of the Middle ages, most of them agree that it
began sometime in the 5th century and continued upto the 15th century. Among the several
reasons for the transition to what is called the Middle age was the Christianization of the
Roman empire. In the middle ages there was a turn to theology and religious scholarship
instead of the classical emphasis on art and literature. It is one of the reasons why Francis
Petrarch referred to the Middle age as the “dark age”.

● Middle Age is known as the “dark age” - no progress in art and literature

There was a transition to a new world order in the 15th century on account of a number of
reasons. Some of these reasons include the corruption in the clergy, attempts to renew the
church, the disintegration of the Roman empire, the attack of Turks and challenges to the
notion of Christendom. The new world order that ensued is designated as the Renaissance
period. The word Renaissance means “rebirth”. One of the meanings of the term is a
rebirth of interest in classical arts and literature. There were several attempts to translate
Aristotle’s Poetics into Latin and also into vernacular languages. William Moerbeke
attempted a Latin translation of the Poetics as early as 1278. Giorgio Valla translated it into
Latin in 1498. Alessandro de Pazzi was another significant figure who tried to translate
Aristotle into Latin. Bernardo Segni translated Poetics into Tuscan, one of the Italian
dialects, in 1549. Another Italian critic Ludovico Castlevtreo brought out his own readings
of the Poetics. It is Castlevetro who systematised the three unities- unities of action, time
and place. The influence of Poetics could be seen in several of the critical texts produced
during Renaissance and subsequently in the Neoclassical period.

● Renaissance means “rebirth”

Along with the love for classical learning, the Renaissance period also witnessed the
emergence of vernacular languages. Prior to the Renaissance period, Greek and Latin were
considered the languages of scholars and creative writers. Hardly did anyone write any
serious creative or critical work in any of the vernacular languages. The credit of asserting
the legitimacy of vernaculars for literary production goes to the Italian creative writer and
critic Dante. Dante argued for the vernacular in his treatise De Vulgari Eloquio or The Art
of Writing in the Vulgar Tongue. Dante was the first one to compose an epic poem in the
vernacular language. He wrote the epic poem Divine Comedy in Tuskan, which was one of
the dialects of Italian.
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● Renaissance period witnessed the emergence of vernacular languages

In the model of Italian language and literature, other national literatures also began to
flourish. It was Roger Aschem the teacher of Queen Elizabeth who advised her to support
the cause of “English matter in English tongue for English men”. Under the reign of Queen
Elizabeth, England had already become one of the power countries. The defeat of the
Spanish Armada in 1588 had catapulted the English pride. To a country that had become
powerful both economically and politically, the next step was the development of its
language and literature. Queen Elizabeth and the lords under her extended extensive
patronage to art and literature. The literary circle patronised by the Earl of Leicester became
perhaps the most influential group during this period. It included poets like Sir Philip
Sidney and Edmund Spenser. This was also the time when Puritans challenged the value of
art and literature.

● English language flourished during the period

In 1579, Stephen Gosson, a Puritan, made a scathing attack on poetry in his The School of
Abuse. He dedicated this to Sir Philip Sidney as he was perhaps the most popular poet of
the period. Gosson’s work evoked two famous responses. Thomas Lodge wrote a work
titled Defence of Players (1580), answering Gosson. A more significant response to Gosson
was written by Sir Philip Sidney, although it was published only after his death.

Sidney in his Apologie for Poetry not only answered the charges of Gosson, but also made
an elaborate statement on poetry. Citing the poetic tradition from Homer to his day, Sidney
dismissed Gosson’s charge that poetry is a waste of time. Adhering to the Aristotelian view,
Sidney defined poetry as imitation, “a representing, counterfeiting or figuring forth; to
speak metaphorically, a speaking picture: with this end, to teach and delight.” Sidney’s
Aristotelianism is obvious in his statement on the function of poetry as well. On account of
Sidney’s insistence on classical principles, Sidney is often referred to as a Neo Aristotelian.
On several occasions in the text, Sidney restates Aristotelian principles. He insists on the
unity of action, place and time in Apologie for Poetrie. In one part of his work Sidney
makes a scathing criticism of Elizabethan drama for the violation of the classical unities.
He also criticised the mixing of tragic and comic elements in plays. He refers to
tragicomedies that were fashionable in his day as mongrel tragicomedies. It is obvious that
Sidney’s Apologie for Poetry is a typical work reflecting the classical spirit of Renaissance.

● Stephen Gosson’s The School of Abuse
● Philip Sidney’s Apologie for Poetry - written as a reply to The School of Abuse

SGOU - SLM - English Critical Tradition from Aristotle to …- English   | 10



1.1.3 Neoclassical Period

The period from 1660 to 1785 in English literature is referred to as the Neoclassical period.
The Neoclassical period could further be classified as the Age of Dryden (1660- 1700), the
Age of Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift (1700-1745) and the Age of Dr. Johnson
(1745-1785).

Early English Neoclassical tendencies in literature and literary criticism was shaped by the
French influence. Following the assassination of King Charles I in 1649, his son Charles II
had escaped to France along with his nobles and courtiers. They stayed there till 1660 the
year in which monarchy was restored in England after the puritan rule. During their stay in
France, the English writers were exposed to the writings of Moliere, Racine and Nicholas
Boileau in whose writings Neoclassical tendencies were already becoming visible. It is
under their influence that Neoclassicism flourished in England. The form of drama called
Comedy of Manners or Restoration Comedy flourished in England under the influence of
the plays of Moliere. English Neoclassical critics, especially Alexander Pope, were
influenced by the works of the French critic Nicholas Boilieu. Boileu’s work Art Poetique,
which was modelled on Horace’s Ars Poetica, gave currency to classical principles. In
English, Alexander Pope wrote his Essay on Criticism imitating Boileau’s Art Poetique.
Many of his lines in Essay on Criticism are literal translations of Boileau and in turn
translations of Horace’s Ars Poetica.

As mentioned before, during the Renaissance period, Italian literary commentators like
Castlevetro and Scaliger had given currency to Aristotle’s principles. During the early
Neoclassical period in France, Jean Chaplain introduced the work of Latin critics into
France. On account of the work of the critics mentioned above, the principles of Greek and
Latin literary criticism became very fashionable in France. English critics in their turn
inherited this tradition.

● Neoclassicism in England - French influence

English neoclassicism, however, was not a slavish imitation of the classical principles.
Moving away from the classical insistence against mixing mirth and laughter, Dryden
justified tragicomedies in his “An Essay of Dramatic Poesy” while Alexander Pope in his
“Preface to the Works of Shakespeare” argued that real genius like Shakespeare shall be
exempted from strictly following the classical principles. Samuel Johnson in his “Preface to
Shakespeare” was critical of several classical principles.
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● Many English works criticized classical principles

1.1.4 Enlightenment Criticism

The Enlightenment philosophers and their ideas had tremendous influence on English
criticism. Enlightenment was a broad intellectual tendency in philosophy, literature,
language, art, religion and political theory that became fashionable from the second half of
the 17th century. Enlightenment in its simplest definition is the trust in the rationality of
human beings. Instead of authority and tradition, it laid emphasis on individuality.
Influenced by the Enlightenment ideals, the English Neo-classical critics examined the
efficacy of classical principles in literature in the light of reason. As mentioned before,
Dryden, Pope and Johnson examined the classical rules of Aristotle and Horace.

● Relied on reason and individuality

This does not mean that Enlightenment in any way had a singular effect on literature. The
English romantics revolted against the Enlightenment emphasis on rationality. For instance,
the Romantic poet Keats coined the phrase “negative capability” to refer to the capacity to
be in uncertainties, doubts and mysteries without an irritable reaching after fact. Immanuel
Kant was a leading Enlightenment philosopher whose work had a deep impact on English
criticism. In a way Kant’s three books Critique of Pure Reason, Critique of Practical
Reason and Critique of Judgement initiated a ‘Copernican revolution’ in philosophy, which
influenced other domains of knowledge as well. Critique of Judgement theorised aesthetic
experience which had not until then come under the purview of rationality. Kant’s ideas
also had tremendous influence on Samuel Taylor Coleridge and other romantic critics.

● Keats - “Negative Capability”
● Kant’s ideas influenced Romantic critics

Summarized Overview
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The development of literary criticism from the Classical period to the Enlightenment period
are discussed. Classicism refers to the artistic traditions of ancient Greece and Rome. The
major critics of the period in Greece were Plato and Aristotle, and Horace and Quintilian in
Rome. The Classical Period was followed by the Medieval period, which is also known as
the “Dark Age '', it was a period that did not contribute much to the production of literary
works. It was followed by the Renaissance period, which literally marked the rebirth of
literature, and languages. It was during this period that Philip Sidney’s Apologie for Poetry,
which was an answer to Stephen Gosson’s The School of Abuse was published. The period
from 1660 to 1785 in English literature is known as the Neoclassical period. It is also
classified as the Age of Dryden, the Age of Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift, and the
Age of Dr. Johnson. The Enlightenment period stressed on rationality in thinking. It gave
more importance to individuality than tradition.

Short Questions

1. What are the main concepts dealt by Plato in his dialogues?
(Hint - ethical, better citizen, copy)

2. What is  negative capability?
(Hint - uncertainties, mysteries)

3. Who wrote Apologie for Poetry, and why?
(Hint - Gosson, School of Abuse)

4. Horace’s Ars Poetica is an advice to whom?
(Hint - decorum, skill)

5. What are the major features of the Enlightenment critics?
(Hint - intellectual, individuality)

6. What is catharsis?
(Hint - purgation, feelings)
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Self Assessment

Questions to be developed by the learners:

1.
2.
3.

Assignments

1. Critically examine the philosophical foundations of Greek literary criticism.
2. Briefly discuss Philip Sidney as a Neo Aristotelian critic.

Further Reading

Beardsley, Monroe C. Aesthetics From Classical Greece to the Present:A Short
History. Alabama : U of Alabama P, 1932.

Harland, Richard. Literary Theory From Plato to Barthes: An Introductory History.
New York: Macmillan Press, 1999.

Orians, R.B. The Origins of European Thought. Cambridge: University Press, 1951.

Stanford, W.B. Greek Tragedy and the Emotions: An Introductory Study.

London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983.
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Unit 2

Romantic and Victorian Period

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to,
● Comprehend the basic concepts of Romantic and Victorian criticism.
● Identify the critics of the periods.
● Demonstrate a broad understanding of the techniques used by the literary critics of

the time periods.
● Familiarize themselves with the literary premises and social background of the

works written during the period.
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Background

Since the Age of Chaucer, there have been discussions regarding the kind of diction that
has to be used in poetry. The intensity of this kind of discussion grew with the
Renaissance, and more with Spenser. A new language awareness and the nation's
newfound linguistic expansiveness during the Renaissance encouraged enrichment of
vernacular expression, and generated a plethora of words. A distinctive poetic diction was
encouraged by a somewhat different, but closely connected spirit of self-conscious artistry
in English literature. A precise kind of diction cannot be distinguished in English poetry.
They have changed from time to time. The high language used during the Neoclassical
period gave way to simplistic language during the Romantic period.
The Victorian period witnessed utter changes in the fields of science and religion, and
during this period, poetry was assigned the status of replacing religion. The changing roles
of poetry, and the changing views of the critics during the Romantic and the Victorian
periods have been discussed in this unit.

Key Themes

● The influence of German philosophers on English romanticism.
● The impact of the French Revolution on English romanticism.
● The socio political and philosophical context of romanticism in England.
● Arnold’s view of art as criticism of life.
● The development of the Aesthetic movement in England.

Discussion

1.2.1 Romantic Period

Romanticism emerged as a fashionable movement in arts and literature towards the close of
the second half of the 18th century. Many consider the publication of The Lyrical Ballads
(1798) as inaugurating Romanticism in English literature. Some other scholars consider the
French revolution (1789) as the point of origin of the Romantic Movement in arts.

● Romanticism - inspired by The Lyrical Ballads and the French Revolution
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The Romantic Movement in English literature was inspired by the ideas of German
philosophers, French political philosophers, and also by the English debate on French
revolution. English drew inspiration from German romantic philosophers like Immanuel
Kant, Friedrich Schiller, the Schlegel brothers and Schelling. Many of Coleridge’s concepts
are based on these German romantic philosophers. Coleridge’s concepts of primary
imagination, secondary imagination and fancy are grounded on German philosophy.

Another important influence on English romanticism was the philosophy of Rousseau and
the ideals of the French revolution. Rousseau’s Confessions left deep imprints on the
English Romantic movement. His individualism sometimes went to the extent of paranoia.
Similarly Rousseas call “Back to Nature” influenced romanticism to a great extent.

The English Romantic poet Wordsworth had made two trips to France during which he was
inspired by the revolutionary ideals of the French Revolution. Excited by the revolutionary
potential of the ideals, he wrote, “bliss was it on that dawn to be alive; to be young was
heaven. Europe seemed to be standing at the top of the world”.

Wordsworth was further influenced by Rousseau’s call for freedom, spontaneity and the
passion for nature. Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800) could be seen as a text
that incorporates the spirit of the French revolution and the philosophy of Rousseau. The
French revolution and its ideals initiated a critical debate in England. Radicals like William
Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft and many others were excited by the revolutionary potential
inherent in the French revolution and its ideals. Mary Wollstonecraft wrote “A Vindication
of the Rights of Man” in 1790 and “A Vindication of the Rights of Women” in 1792.
Thomas Paine wrote The Rights of Man and William Godwin wrote An Enquiry
Concerning Political Justice . At the same time, the principles of the French revolution were
not received without criticism. Edmund Burke in his Reflections of Revolution in France
supported the French aristocracy.

● Influenced by German and French philosophers, and the French Revolution

It is true that the Romantic period did not have any serious critics with the exception of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Wordsworth’s critical comments in The Preface had been more
instinctual than philosophic. Similarly, although not well learned critics, there are certain
critical observations in the works of the Romantic poets Keats and Shelley. John Keats was
primarily a poet and not a critic. However, his views on art and literature could be seen in
the letters that he wrote, especially to his brother Tom. Like the other Romantic critics of
the time, Keats too emphasised spontaneity as a virtue in literature. He famously declared,
“if poetry comes not as naturally as leaves to a tree, it had better not come at all”. Keats was
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also critical of primacy given to reason. He used the term “negative capability” to refer to
the ability to be in doubts, mysteries without an irritable reaching after fact,” which was
necessary for a creative writer. Shelley similarly critiqued the primacy assigned to reason in
his essay “The Defence of Poetry,” which was his response to Thomas Love Peacock’s
attack on poetry in his essay “The Four Ages of Poetry”.

● Keats - “Negative Capability”

1.2.2 Victorian Period

Matthew Arnold and Walter Pater were two important figures in Victorian literary criticism.
The 19th century, especially the second half of the 19th century witnessed great interest in
scientific pursuits. The publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species was a landmark in
the development of science. The work, in a way, shattered the central pillar of Christian
faith by dismissing the story of creation narrated in Genesis, the first book of the Bible.
Dismissing religion, however, was not very easy. Religion was not merely a matter of faith.
It had been the validating principle of morals and the means of interpreting the meaning of
human life. The vacuum created by the absence of religion had to be taken up by some
other system. Matthew Arnold’s essay “The Study of Poetry” begins with the line “The
future of poetry is immense.” Arnold, in the essay, claims that only poetry can take the
place of religion and philosophy. The “truths” of religion and science were disproved in the
onslaught of science. Arnold describes poetry as a criticism of life under the conditions
fixed for such a criticism by the laws of poetic beauty and poetic truth. Two other important
critical texts of Arnold are “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time” and Culture and
Anarchy. In the essay “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time” Arnold makes a
comparison between the creative and critical faculties and considers the creative faculty to
be superior to the critical faculty.

● Darwin’s Origin of Species, and the development of science - caused
confusion among the people

● Matthew Arnold’s criticism

Along with the Arnoldian view of literature as a criticism of life, in Victorian England, the
Aesthetic movement too flourished . The Aesthetic movement had its headquarters in
Germany. The theoretical foundation of the Aesthetic movement lies in the philosophy of
the Enlightenment philosophers like Immanuel Kant. The movement had also been very
fashionable in France. In England Walter Pater became the champion of the movement and
his work Studies in the History of Renaissance became one of the foundational texts of
aesthetic movement in England. Inspired by the work of Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde wrote
creative works which reflected the philosophy of the aesthetic movement- art for art’s sake.
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The advocates of the aesthetic movement argued that the ultimate aim of an artistic work is
to exist in its formal perfection and it has no social, political or moral aims.

● Aesthetic Movement - based on the philosophy of Immanuel Kant

Summarized Overview

The Romantic Movement emerged during the close of the second half of the 18th century.
The publication of The Lyrical Ballads and the French Revolution were factors that
contributed to the inauguration of the movement. The Romantic critics in English literature,
especially Coleridge and Wordsworth, were inspired by the ideas of French and German
philosophers, like Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schiller, Schelling, Rousseau, etc. Victorian
literary criticism displayed a high influence of advancements in the field of science.
Matthew Arnold saw poetry as something that had the capability to fill up the vacuum
created by the lack of religion. Walter Pater was the pioneer of Aestheticism, a literary
movement that flourished during the Victorian period. The philosophy upheld by the
movement was  - “Art for art’s sake.”

Short Questions
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1.  What are the basic principles of Aesthetic movement?
(Hint - Kant, France, formal perfection, Pater)

2. What are the main features of the Victorian period?
(Hint - religion, science, industrialisation)

3.  What is Romantic Movement?
(Hint - German, French, philosophy, Coleridge)

4.   How does Arnold define poetry?
(Hint -criticism, life, laws)

Self Assessment

Questions to be developed by the learners:

Assignments

1. Evaluate the complex relationship between the Enlightenment and the Romantic
movement.
2.  Examine the Victorian debate between “art for life’s sake” and “art for arts sake.”
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Further Reading

Day, G. Literary Criticism: A New History. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2008.

Urnov, D. M. The Idea of Literature: The Foundations of English Criticism. Moscow:
Progress Publishers, 1979.

Wellek, R. Concepts of Criticism. London: Yale University Press, 1963.
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Unit 3

The Early Twentieth Century

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to,
● Familiarize themselves with the premises and intellectual background pertinent to

the early twentieth century literary criticism.
● Develop their knowledge of the terms used in the criticism of the period.
● Demonstrate a broad understanding of the critical works of the critics of these

periods.
● Familiarize themselves with the main features of Greek and Latin criticism, and

critical works.

Background

Perhaps the most significant development in the twentieth century is the rapid progress in
science. Following the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species, the world witnessed an
accelerated progress in science. Science and scientific tendencies began to infiltrate into
every walk of life including art and literature. For instance, science fiction which imagines
both scientific utopias and dystopias became a popular novel genre. H. G. Wells became
the most famous writer of science fiction and Brian Aldiss rightly called him the
Shakespeare of Science Fiction. The Time Machine, War of the Worlds, The Island of
Doctor Moreau and A Trip to the Moon have the developments in science as their central
themes. This tendency was not limited to creative writing, rather it extended to the realm
of literary criticism as well. This unit deals with the major trends that occurred in the field
of early twentieth century literary criticism.

Key Themes

● The development of Objective Criticism
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● T. S. Eliot’s contribution to Literary criticism
● The impact of the developments in science on literary criticism
● I. A. Richards’ contributions to literary criticism
● Practical criticism and the practice of close reading
● New criticism
● Russian Formalism
● Archetypal criticism

Discussion

1.3.1 The Early Twentieth Century Criticism

In 20th century literary criticism, the most significant development was the emergence of
objective criticism. This was well in tune with the philosophy of science. Science insists on
objectivity rather than on subjectivity. Most of the 19th century approaches to the study of
literature were highly subjective in nature. T. S. Eliot was one of the pioneering figures in
objective criticism. Eliot’s essay “Tradition and Individual Talent” (1919), first published in
the Egoist, and later included in his anthology of critical essays titled The Sacred Wood
(1920), is a seminal document in objective criticism. In this essay, Eliot dismissed the
romantic theory of art as self expression and refers to Wordsworth’s definition of poetry as
an inexact formulae. Eliot very famously stated his impersonality theory of art in this essay.
Very interestingly, Eliot explained his theory of impersonality by comparing the poetic
process to a chemical reaction.

● Objective criticism replaced the subjective criticism of the Romantic period
● T.S. Eliot pioneered in objective criticism

Another seminal figure in objective criticism was I. A. Richards. Like Eliot, I. A. Richards
also contributed to the development of objective criticism. Richards’ views on language and
literature could be seen in his book The Principles of Literary Criticism (1924). Richards
published an even more experimental work in objective criticism titled Practical Criticism
(1929). It is in this work that he introduced the method of close reading. Instead of
interpreting the work with reference to the author’s biographical or historical context, or the
effect of the text on the readers, the text was subjected to a close reading.

● I. A. Richards introduced the method of close reading
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The ideas and methods developed by Eliot and I. A. Richards contributed to the evolution
of what came to be known as New Criticism. The term New Criticism, although put in
currency by the Renaissance critic Joel E Spingarn, began to be used to refer to a school of
literary critics in America when J. C. Ransom published his work titled New Criticism in
1941. Drawing inspiration from the work of objective critics like T. S. Eliot and I. A.
Richards, the New critics favoured the practice of close reading. They dismissed the
conventional practices in literary criticism. The New Critics, W. K. Wimsatt and Munro C.
Beardsley, coined the expressions intentional fallacy and affective fallacy to refer to what
they considered as erroneous approaches to literature. Intentional fallacy refers to the error
of interpreting a work based on the intentions of the author, while affective fallacy is the
error of judging a work based on how it affects the readers. New criticism remained
fashionable in America from the 1940s to 1960s in American academia. New criticism is
also known as American formalism.

● T.S. Eliot and I.A. Richards contributed to New Criticism
● Wimsatt and Beardsly coined intentional fallacy and affective fallacy

A similar approach in literary study flourished in the first decades of the 20th century in
Russia which is known as Russian formalism. Formalism emerged in Russia from the
literary discussions associated with two groups of scholars. The first was OPOJAZ which
had its headquarters in St. Petersburg. OPOJAZ is an acronym for The Society for the
Study of Poetic Languages. This group included figures like Viktor Shklovsky, Boris
Eichenbaum and Yuri Tynanov. The second important group associated with formalism was
the Moscow Linguistic Circle. Roman Jakobson was the most notable figure among the
scholars associated with this group. Their ideas were contrary to the Soviet aesthetics, and
consequently when their work was suppressed by the Soviets, they migrated to Prague in
Czechoslovakia and formed what was later called The Prague Linguistic Circle. Apart from
Jakobson, the group included Jan Mukarovsky and Rene Welleck. One of the severe critics
of the formalist school was Leon Trotsky whose Literature and Revolution (1924) was a
scathing criticism of the formalist poetics. The formalists drew a distinction between the
literary use of language and the ordinary practical uses of language. According to them, the
ordinary language is meant to communicate messages or information with reference to the
outside world. Literary language, on the other hand, was a self focused language. It draws
attention to its own formal properties. Roman Jakobson stated, “the object of literary
science is not literature, but literariness”. Jakobson further described literature as
“organised violence committed on ordinary speech”. According to Jan Mukarovsky, another
formalist critic, the literariness of a work consists in the maximum foregrounding of the
utterance”. Foregrounding in formalism means to bring something into the highest
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prominence. In formalist criticism, the form is foregrounded while the content is given only
secondary importance.

Viktor Shklovsky, one of the notable formalist critics in one his articles titled “Art as
Technique” observed that in literature the medium is foregrounded to “defamiliarize” the
familiar world.

● Russian Formalism - two groups - OPOJAZ and Moscow Linguistic Circle
● The Prague Linguistic Circle
● Foregrounded the form, content is given secondary importance only

Another significant development in literary criticism in the twentieth century was the
emergence of myth criticism. As mentioned before, with the increasing popularity of
science, there were attempts to refashion even literature and literary criticism as scientific.
Myth criticism and its later development archetypal literary criticism attempted to make
literary criticism more scientific by identifying certain common properties or patterns in
literary works.

● Emergence of myth criticism and archetypal criticism

The foundation of myth criticism lies in the psychological theories developed by Carl
Gustav Jung. Jung, who was a student of Sigmund Freud, developed another version of
Freud’s theory of the unconscious. In Freudian psychology, the Unconscious was a
reservoir of unfulfilled wishes. Jung talked about two realms of the unconscious- the
personal unconscious and the collective unconscious. While the personal unconscious is a
seat of unfulfilled wishes, the collective unconscious is a reservoir of archetypes.
Archetypes refers to the racial memories. The myth critics observed the recurrent images
and patterns of myths and explained them as the manifestation of the racial memories in the
collective unconscious. This approach to the study of myths was extended to literary
analysis by Maud Bodkin in her influential work Archetypal Patterns in Poetry:
Psychological Studies of Imagination (1934). In this work, Bodkin developed a form of
literary analysis which considers literature as a manifestation of the latent content of the
collective unconscious. It was a radical departure from the Freudian psychoanalytical view
of literature as libidinal wish fulfillment.

● Myth criticism - Jung
● Personal unconscious and Collective unconscious
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Archetypal method became more fashionable with the work of the Canadian critic Northrop
Frye. Frye elaborated the aims and methods of archetypal literary criticism in his “The
Archetypes of Literature”, which is included in his collection of essays titled Fables of
Identity: Studies in poetic Mythology (1963). Apart from Frye, the other notable figures in
archetypal criticism were Wilson Knight, Robert Graves, Philip Wheelwright, Richard
Chase, Leslie Fiedler and Joseph Campbell. Wilson Knight’s The Starlit Dome and Wheel
of Fire, Richard Chase’s The Quest for a Myth and Robert Graves’ The White Goddess are
works that made archetypal criticism very fashionable.

● Archetypal criticism - Northrop Frye

Summarized Overview

The most significant development in the early twentieth century literary criticism was the
emergence of objective criticism. T. S. Eliot and I. A. Richards were the pioneering figures
in objective criticism. Their ideas and methods contributed to the evolution of New
Criticism. J.C. Ransom, and other New Critics insisted on the close reading of the texts.
The erroneous aspects of criticism of a text were pointed out by W. K. Wimsatt and Munro
C. Beardsley. They used the expressions intentional fallacy and affective fallacy. New
criticism is also known as American Formalism and existed till the 1960s in America. A
similar approach prevailed in Russia during the early decades of the twentieth century,
which is known as Russian Formalism. There are two groups associated with Russian
Formalism - The Society for the Study of Poetic Languages and The Moscow Linguistic
Circle. As their ideas were contrary to Soviet aesthetics, they were suppressed, and they
fled to Prague and formed the Prague Linguistic Circle. They gave more importance to the
form, than the content. Other major developments in literary criticism during the period
were the formation of myth criticism and archetypal criticism, which were based on the
psychological theories proposed by Carl Jung. Archetypal criticism was popularised by
Northrop Frye.
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Short Questions

1. Write a note on Archetypal criticism?
(Hint - Frye, memories, recurrent)

2. Discuss intentional fallacy and affective fallacy?
(Hint - error, intentions, Beardsley)

3. What is formalism?
(Hint - Russian, ordinary language, literary)

4. Examine the influence of Carl Gustav Jung’s theories of the
unconscious on literary criticism.
(Hint - personal, collective, wishes)

Self Assessment

Questions to be developed by the learners:

Assignments

1. Critically examine the impact of 20th century developments in science on the
study of literature.

2. Attempt a comparative study of  New criticism and Russian Formalism .

Further Reading
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Beardsley, Monroe C. Aesthetics From Classical Greece to the Present: A Short History.
Alabama: Alabama UP, 1932.
Blamires, H. A History of Literary Criticism. London: Macmillan, 1991.
Habib, M.A.R. Modern Literary Criticism and Theory: A History. New York:
Wiley-Blackwell, 2007.
Habib, Rafey. Modern Literary Criticism and Theory: A History. Malden: Blackwell, 2008.

Unit 4

Indian Aesthetics

Learning Outcomes

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to,
● Comprehend the basic concepts of Aesthetics.
● Identify the main Indian critics.
● Familiarize themselves with the literary premises and social background of the

critical works.

Background
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There is a vast array of human experiences, thoughts, enduring values, beliefs, and
pleasures that Indian aesthetics have made available. Indian aesthetics has a long and rich
history, with commentary emerging from all around the world. Indian aesthetic theories
have been adapted across fields and are now used by nearly all researchers and academics
in art and literature. It is regarded as the model for Sanskrit, which in time made it
applicable not only literature, but also to comparative studies, the performing arts, and
societal sciences. The unit will help the learners to comprehend the fundamentals of
aesthetics of Indian poetics.

Key Themes

● Theory of rasa
● Riti
● Dhavani
● Vakrokti

Discussion

1.4.1 Indian Aesthetics

Rasa, Alamkara, Riti, Dhvani, Vakrokti, Guna - Dosa and Aucitya are some of the
important concerns in Indian aesthetics. The following discussion intends to give you a
broad understanding of some of these concepts. These will be discussed in detail in the final
block of this paper.

One of the earliest texts on Indian aesthetics is Natya Shastra written by Bharata Muni.
Many of the foundational concepts in Indian aesthetics have come from this work. Rasa is
one of those concepts which is important in Indian aesthetics. Baharata Muni in Natyasastra
defined rasa as “vibhava anubhava vyabhichari samyogam rasa nispattih”, i.e, rasa is
produced as a combination of vibhava, anubhava and vyabhichari bhava. Vibhava refers to
the objective conditions producing an emotion. These objective conditions may be of two
types- alambana and uddipana. Alambana refers to the person or persons with reference to
whom an emotion is manifested. Uddipana refers to the circumstances that have excited an
emotion. Anubhava refers to the bodily expressions with reference to which an emotion is
manifested. Vyabhicari refers to a series of diverse emotions that feed the dominant
emotion.

● The important concepts of Indian aesthetics - rasa, alamkara, dhvani, riti,
vakrokti, guna.

● Bharata Muni’s Natya Shastra deals with the theory of rasa.
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Apart from these transitory emotional states, there are certain dominant emotional states or
primary emotional states which exist in everyone in a permanent manner. They are called
Sthayibhavas. Bharata Muni in Natya Shastra talks about eight rasas which correspond to
eight sthayi bhavas. Rasa is evoked when these sthayi bhavas are aesthetically aroused.
Rasa is a sanskrit word which literally means “juice, essence or taste”. In Rig Veda, the
word rasa is used to refer to an extract or a flavour. The word figures in Atharva Veda and
also in Upanishads. The term came to have its aesthetic connotation after Bharata Muni
used it to refer to an emotion or feeling generated in the sahrudaya by a work of art.

The concept of rasa was further discussed in the work of the Kashmiri aesthetician and art
philosopher Abhinavagupta. Abhinavagupta in his commentary on Natya Shastra titled
Abhinavabharati argued that rasa was the result of sadharaneekaranam or universalisation
of art. Two other important commentators on the theory of rasa are Bhatta Lollata and
Mammata who were the disciples of Abhinavagupta. Bhatta Tauta, Samkuka and Bhatta
Nayaka are other important Indian aestheticians who have contributed to the discussion of
rasa.

● Abhinavagupta further developed the theory of rasa.

Acharya Vamana was one among the earliest Indian aestheticians. He belonged to the late
8th and early 9th century. Vamana is said to have developed the theory of riti for literary
analysis in his work Kavyalankara Sutra. Riti literally means style. According to Vamana,
Riti or mode of expression constitutes the soul of poetry.

● Acharya Vamana developed the theory of riti.

Another important concept in Indian aesthetics is Dhvani. The concept became popular
through the work of Anandhavardhana’s treatise Dhvanyaloka. He talked about three layers
of meanings. They are abhida (denotation), lakshana (implication) and vyanjana
(suggestion). Abhida and lakshana are ways through which we reach vyanjana which is the
poetic sense of the word. Abhinavagupta also distinguished between three types of dhvani.
They are vastu dhvani, alamkara dhvani and rasa dhvani. In vastu dhvani, some rare fact or
idea is implied while in alamkara dhvani some alamkara or figure of speech is suggested. In
rasa dhvani, rasa is evoked. It is the suggested sense or the indirect, emotive meaning that
becomes primary in rasa dhvani. To understand the emotive meaning one should have
intuition or pratibha. Mammata defined pratibha as “nava navanvesha shalini prajna” which
may be referred to as the ever resourceful intellect.

● Dhvani became popular through Anandhavardhana’s treatise, Dhvanyaloka.
● According to him, there are three layers of meanings.
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Anandha Vardhana’s concept of rasa was critiqued by several other Indian aestheticians like
Bhattanayaka, Kuntaka, Mahimabhatta, Vishvanatha and a few others.

Another significant concept in Indian aesthetics is Vakrokti developed by Kuntaka.
Kuntaka’s work Vakrokti-Jivita was pivotal in establishing the concept of vakrokti as
central to the Indian philosophy of art. The term vakrokti consists of two morphemes- they
are “vakra” which means indirect or unique and “ukti” which means poetic expression or
speech. He pointed out the manifestation of vakrokti at six levels. They are Phonetic
figurativeness (Varna Vinyasa Vakrata), Lexical figurativeness (padapurvardha vakrata),
grammatical figurativeness (pratyaya vakrata), sentential figurativeness (vakyavakrata),
contextual figurativeness (prakarana vakrata) and compositional figurativeness (prabandha
vakrata).

● The concept of vakrokti was developed by Kuntaka.
● It consists of two morphemes.
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Summarized Overview

Some of the crucial concepts dealt with in Indian aesthetics are Rasa, Alamkara, Riti,
Dhvani, Vakrokti, Guna - Dosa and Aucitya. Natya Shastra, written by Bharata Muni, is
one of the first works on Indian aesthetics, which discusses most of the fundamental
concepts of the area. Rasa is produced as a combination of vibhava, anubhava and
vyabhichari bhava. Sthayibhavas are specific fundamental emotional states, or dominant
emotional states, which are present in everyone on a consistent basis. There are eight rasas
which correspond to eight sthayi bhavas. The concept of rasa was also discussed by
Abhinavagupta. He argued that rasa was the result of sadharaneekaranam or
universalisation of art. Vamana developed the theory of riti. To him, riti or mode of
expression constitutes the soul of poetry. Another concept dealt with in Indian aesthetics,
which became popular through Anandhavardhana’s treatise Dhvanyaloka is Dhvani.
Kuntaka deals with the concept of Vakrokti in his work Vakrokti-Jivita.

Short Questions

1.  What is Dhwani?
(Hint - Anandhavardhana, three layers of meanings)

2.  What is Vakrokti?
(Hint - Kuntaka, two morphemes, six levels)

3.  How did Bharata Muni define rasa?
(Hint - vibhava, anubhava, alambana)

4.  Examine the debate on the concept of Sadharaneekaranam.
(Hint - Abhinavagupta, rasa)

Self Assessment
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Assignments

1. Evaluate the development of Indian aesthetics.
2. Examine the concepts of rasa and dhvani.

Further Reading

Gupta, Neerja A. A Student’s Handbook of Indian Aesthestics. London: Cambridge,
2017.

Kane, P.V. History of Sanskrit Poetics. Delhi: Motilal, 2002.
Kivy, Peter. Ed. The Blackwell Guide to Aesthetics. New York: Blackwell,

2004.
Sheikhar, Shiva. Fine Arts and Technical Sciences in Ancient India. Varanasi:

Krishnadas, 1982.
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