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LITERARY THEORY


A complete introduction


Sara Upstone




Introduction


What is theory?


You have probably picked up this book because you want to know, or your teacher or lecturer wants you to know, something about a reading tool called ‘literary theory’. In this book, you will find outlines for all the major groups of literary theorists – what we call ‘schools’ of literary theory. Each school represents a group of thinkers who are identified as sharing particular approaches to thinking about the world.


If you gave these thinkers a simple and familiar question, they might all answer it rather differently…


‘Why did the chicken cross the road?’


•  Karl Marx: ‘It was a historical inevitability.’


•  Friedrich Nietzsche: ‘Because if you gaze too long across the road, the road also gazes across you.’


•  Carl Jung: ‘The confluence of events in the cultural gestalt necessitated that individual chickens cross roads at this historical juncture, and therefore brought such occurrences into being.’


•  Jean-Paul Sartre: ‘In order to act in good faith and be true to itself, the chicken found it necessary to cross the road.’


•  Jacques Derrida: ‘Any number of contending discourses may be discovered within the act of the chicken crossing the road, and each interpretation is equally valid as the authorial intent can never be discerned, because structuralism is DEAD, DAMMIT, DEAD!’1


What none of them would probably give us is the answer we might expect: ‘To get to the other side’.


This tells us something about what literary theory is. It is a set of different answers to questions we might ask about the meaning, function and effect of a text; these answers are often unexpected and complex. As a result of this unique way of looking at things, each school offers us a different and particular way to think about a literary text. It can give us a perspective on what a literary text is, on the issues it contains, and the way it is written.


Literary theories are not all the same. Early theories, such as formalism and structuralism, are very engaged with the nature of language and, even more than this, with reading practices. Other theories, such as poststructuralism and postcolonial theory, often discuss literature directly but within the context of a wider range of concerns. Some literary theory, such as psychoanalytic and Marxist theory, is based in another discipline which does not often explicitly address literature, unless as an example. In these latter cases, literary theory is about the application of ideas to literature, rather than finding within the theory itself discussion of literary analysis.


This range of approaches means that you may also see literary theory described as critical theory: a set of tools that are useful not only for the interpretation of literature but also for interrogating much wider questions. Much of what we call literary theory is not intended to be considered in terms of literature. This is why Jonathan Culler, in his Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction (1997), defines theory as ‘works that succeed in challenging and reorienting thinking in fields other than those to which they apparently belong’. Literary theory is, in essence, any ideas, whether directed towards literature or not, that can shape literary analysis. You will also find usages of the word ‘theory’ in other disciplines. For example, cultural theory is the theory that enables us to ask questions about culture, while film theory may or may not explicitly discuss film, but is regardless useful for its interpretation.


These ‘fields’ that Culler writes about are somewhat arbitrary – it is often not the thinkers themselves who identify with a particular school but other critics and writers who group them in this way. To make things more complicated, some thinkers may be associated with more than one school. This means that you may find some theorists appearing in more than one chapter of this book.


Put simply, then, literary theory can be defined as a range of texts or ideas, often associated with literature but not explicitly concerned with it, that offer perspectives useful in the discussion of literature’s scope, content and form. Most commonly, these ideas come from semiotics, philosophy, politics and psychoanalysis, although they are increasingly also related to theories surrounding the interpretation of culture. This represents a shift to some extent in the content of theory. While early theoretical approaches may have been largely focused on language and the practice of reading, it is only more recently that interests have broadened to include philosophical and cultural approaches. This shift reflects changes in reading practices since the 1940s, which have become increasingly open to the contexts in which a text is read and produced.


If you compare two books on literary theory, you might be surprised to see that their contents are quite different. For some critics, literary theory is specifically about work directly associated with literature; for others, it is quite the opposite, and may stretch back to the early thinking of philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle. In this book we have focused on modern theory, although this may include use of earlier work (such as Aristotle’s relevance to genre theory). In terms of theme, we have taken the widest understanding of theory, to include all the major ideas that currently contribute to literary analysis. This includes chapters on some literary movements that contribute heavily to theory, or without which it is difficult to understand how theory has developed. For example, modernism is usually described more as a literary movement than a school of theory, but many of its central thinkers contributed ideas that have become important to other fields of theory, such as T. S. Eliot’s contribution to new criticism and Virginia Woolf’s feminist thinking. Moreover, modernist ideas are so important to postmodern theory that it would be very difficult to understand one without the other, so we have included chapters here on both.


Why theory?


If you are asked to think about a piece of literature in relation to literary theory, you are being required to undertake an approach to reading that may be quite different from others you have encountered. When we read literature, we may examine a variety of texts to assist us. We can look at information about the author (the biographical material) or about the period in which the text was written and/or set (the historical context). We can look at articles and books that discuss the text we are interested in, or that focus on questions about literature more generally. This work is usually referred to as literary criticism and is not to be confused with literary theory, which – as we have said – does not predominantly focus on either a specific literary text or on literature, although it may use this as an example.


One question that is sometimes raised is why we need to think about these approaches, which are not explicitly intended for use in the discussion of literary texts. Indeed, literary theory has only really become popular since the 1960s, when it became more acceptable to look outside the text itself for different meanings. In the conclusion to this book, we will consider the question of literary theory’s future: one that is to some extent uncertain and suggests that theory might not always be the dominant approach to reading texts, at least not with the same kind of explicit focus that we have seen since the 1980s. Despite these debates, perhaps the best answer to the question of why theory is important is that theory has now become integral to how we produce literary criticism. Literary criticism, unlike theory, can be thought of as being our direct response to an author, a text or set of texts. Unlike literary theory, literary criticism is always explicitly directed towards literature. Criticism, then, is where we find the interpretation of literature. Theory, in contrast, is where we find the tools to facilitate that interpretation.


When critics write about a text, they no longer think just about the biographical or historical contexts of the work, but also about the different approaches that literary theory offers. By making use of these, they create new interpretations of the text that would not otherwise be possible. In your own reading and writing, literary theory fosters new avenues into the text. It allows you to make informed comments about the language and form of literature, but also about the core themes that a text might explore – concepts such as gender, sexuality, the self, race and class.


A good response to a literary text will make selective use of theory to expand upon and support the reader’s ideas developed through close reading, within the context of an understanding of the text’s biographical and historical frameworks. In this way, theory is an essential part of the matrix of tools available to you when you are interpreting a literary text. It is not a substitute for a personal response rooted in your own engagement with the text, but a way of expanding and supporting this, facilitating the development of new interpretive directions. Indeed, a useful strategy when working with theory is not to downplay your personal response to the text, but rather to find theory that supports and enhances your own interests. Theory, we must remember, is a text also and, just as with any other text, we will have a personal response to it. The best uses of theory are those where the student has a passion for the ideas that is as evident as their passion for the text(s) to which they relate. The best use of theory will also not lose sight of the fact that what is central to the discussion is literary criticism. This means that theory should not overshadow the discussion of the text; rather, it should inform that discussion. In this book you will find case studies based on the discussion of literary texts alongside theory that provide examples of how such balanced discussion works in practice.


If you are interpreting literature in an assessed context, one of the key things a tutor is looking for in your work is originality. It is here that literary theory plays perhaps its most important role: by giving you an almost limitless number of texts to work into your own response, literary theory ensures that your interpretation will be truly original. This is why, although literary theory can initially appear alienating and difficult, it is something to get really excited about. Imagine you are standing in the centre of a circular room, with a whole set of doors laid out around you. You have the text in hand. And each doorway opens on to a new and illuminating field of knowledge that can change how you think about what you have read – perhaps in just a small way, but also perhaps dramatically and irrevocably. You can open one door, or many of them. The choice is yours. Put the knowledge you gain together with your own interpretation, however, and you have a unique and potentially fascinating response.


______________


1    Adapted from ‘Daily Philosophy Joke: June 14th 2014’, The Coeus House, http://coeushouse.org/​category/​jokes/




How to use this book


The chapters in this book cover all the major schools of literary theory. They are constructed in such a way that you can read the book from beginning to end, or dip in and out, focusing on the chapters that are of most interest. Although the complex development of ideas makes a straightforward chronology of theory impossible, nevertheless the early chapters of this book focus on some of the first fields to be seen as defining approaches to literature, whereas the later chapters of the book focus on more recent developments.


In each chapter, you will find a number of key features to direct your study:


•  Key ideas give you the central ideas from each chapter, which you can return to if you want to revise the main points of a theory.


•  Spotlights are interesting or humorous facts that can help you to engage with the theory in each chapter.


•  Quotations outline key points and can be revised for examinations or included in essays.


•  Case studies give you a more in-depth insight into an aspect of a particular theory or a literary example that will help you see how that theory can be used in practice.


•  Fact checks at the end of each chapter allow you to test your knowledge and understanding. The answers are given at the end of the book.


•  Dig deeper sections give you further reading suggestions if you want to know more.
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Aestheticism
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The beginnings of literary theory are often identified as an early twentieth-century development, occurring at the same time as the movements that began to consciously name and define literary and artistic production. Guides to literary theory often begin with formalism: a field of literary criticism that sprang up alongside the movement towards self-conscious artistic definition. However, there was a tradition preceding this of attempting to theorize approaches to thinking about literature within the context of wider debates surrounding artistic production. Certainly, we might see Romanticism as one such movement. We could also refer to the metaphysical poetry movement, or transcendentalism, as other examples.


We are going to begin, however, not with these but with perhaps a less familiar term that is associated with the nineteenth century – and that is aestheticism. It is often neglected in accounts of literary theory, but it haunts the twentieth-century movements that follow, particularly modernism and, as we shall see at the end of the chapter, it has seen a twenty-first-century resurgence.
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The Pre-Raphaelites


Aestheticism has its roots in the Romantic ideas of John Keats (1795–1821), the mid-nineteenth-century writings of John Ruskin (1819–1900) and the Pre-Raphaelite movement. Unlike the American transcendentalist movement or the largely English metaphysical poetry and Pre-Raphaelite traditions, aestheticism can be seen to define thinking about literature beyond national literary identities. Its significance comes, in particular, in the ways in which it defined the role of art in relation to society. These definitions would be the same ones that later critical schools such as formalism, new criticism (see Chapter 2) and reader response theory (see Chapter 3) would grapple with.


In its early development, from 1850 until around 1870, aestheticism was heavily influenced by Pre-Raphaelite ideas as well as by the emerging artistic impressionist movement. The Pre-Raphaelites rejected narrative in favour of imagery and atmosphere. They were particularly concerned with the nature of beauty, which was often reflected in a focus on the female form, for example in paintings such as John Everett Millais’s Ophelia (1852) and Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Bocca Baciata (1859) and Astarte Syriaca (1877). Paintings such as Millais’s Christ in the House of his Parents (1850) challenged classical idealism with the representation of Christ as the member of an ordinary working family.


Modernism (see Chapter 7) was a trend in literature with its roots in aestheticism that was dominant from 1900 to 1965. Although the term was used only rarely in literary criticism before the 1940s, the writers and artists associated with it used the term as early as the 1910s and 1920s, when it was at its peak. In contrast, a term like Romanticism, which refers to literary trends of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, would not have been one used by the likes of the poets Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley and Byron, who are now so closely associated with it.
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Spotlight








Dante Gabriel Rossetti was born Gabriel Charles Dante Rossetti. He changed the order of his names, however, to emphasize his connections with the Italian poet Dante.
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The first literary Pre-Raphaelite success was Goblin Market and Other Poems (1862), the work of Dante’s sister, Christina Rossetti (1830–94). Heavily illustrated, the title poem eschews realism for a powerfully symbolic narrative of lost female innocence at the hands of fantastical goblins. Rossetti’s market is a striking world of unnaturalness – ‘all fruits ripe together’ – that pulls the reader away from realism into a vivid and erotic dream world.
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Key idea








‘Pre-Raphaelite’ was the term given to a group of artists and writers formed in England in 1848 and named with reference to their preference for early modern and medieval art.
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Rossetti’s book is evidence of what we will see to be a recurring association between ideas used for thinking about literature and those used for considering the visual arts. Aestheticism in this regard is principally concerned with the style and form of a literary work rather than its content. Alongside Romantic and Pre-Raphaelite interests, aestheticism was increasingly influenced by European ideas regarding poetic form, such as those advanced by the French writer Charles Baudelaire (1821–67).


At the end of this early period came the writings of Walter Pater (1839–94), a figure who brings together precisely this parallel concern for visual and written art forms. Walter Pater was an Oxford professor and literary critic whose book The Renaissance (1873) is an extension of Pre-Raphaelite interests, but it also uses Italian culture as a veiled means of challenging Victorian attitudes. It was criticized on publication for the dangerous influence it presented to young, impressionable scholars; so much so that Pater withdrew the conclusion of the book from its second edition. Pater argued, like the Romantics, that art was intensely personal, and that it was the experience of art, rather than the object created, that should be the central focus of artistic endeavour. Yet while many of the Romantics were interested in questions of social justice and morality – think, for example, of William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience (1794) or Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads (1798) – Pater believed that art should exist purely for the pursuit of this aesthetic experience. This brought Pater into conflict, too, with Victorian writers such as Matthew Arnold, Charles Dickens and George Eliot, who gave art and literature an elevated moral or social function.
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‘“To see the object as in itself it really is,” has been justly said to be the aim of all true criticism whatever, and in aesthetic criticism the first step towards seeing one’s object as it really is, is to know one’s own impression as it really is, to discriminate it, to realize it distinctly […] What is this song or picture, this engaging personality presented in life or in a book, to me? What effect does it really produce on me? Does it give me pleasure? and if so, what sort or degree of pleasure? How is my nature modified by its presence, and under its influence? The answers to these questions are the original facts with which the aesthetic critic has to do; and, as in the study of light, of morals, of number, one must realize such primary data for one’s self, or not at all.’


Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry (1873)
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Art for art’s sake


To describe his approach, Pater invoked the phrase ‘art for art’s sake’. Its origin is much debated, but it is most commonly attributed to the French philosopher Victor Cousin (1792–1867), who first used it in 1818. It was seen to be established in literary circles a little later, with the publication in 1830 of Mademoiselle de Maupin, a novel by Théophile Gautier (1811–72). Gautier defined the phrase as ‘the pursuit of pure beauty – without any other preoccupation’. It was immediately taken up by members of the aesthetic movement such as Pater, for whom it defined a Romantic refusal of rationalism. However, some criticized it for its disavowal of moral purpose. It is for such controversy that the term is particularly relevant in the development of literary theory, for it asks us to consider how literature relates to the social, political and economic realities around it – the very realities that preoccupy approaches such as reader response, postcolonialism, feminism, Marxism and queer theory. Art for art’s sake suggests that literature must be created not for any inherent moral or political purpose, but purely for the sake of the beauty it creates.
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Spotlight








In an editorial of 1917, the journal Art World would declare that the phrase ‘art for art’s sake’ was ‘saying that an artist should be nothing but a parasite’!
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Pater’s writing is central to the more defined period of aestheticism from 1870 until the turn of the century. Later aestheticism rejected both realism and naturalism, two related approaches to art and literature that were dominant until that point, embodied most particularly in literary terms by the nineteenth-century realist novels of writers like George Eliot, Jane Austen and Thomas Hardy (if not so neatly by the more gothic, Romantic fictions of Charles Dickens and Emily and Charlotte Brontë). This represents a rethinking around the notion of ‘truth’: the pursuit of truth becomes not an engagement with the empirical world that can be touched but rather with the imagined. It also represents a rethinking around notions of time. In The Renaissance, Pater invokes what Carolyn Williams (1989) calls an ‘aesthetic historicism’ that prefigures postmodern approaches to history, refusing conventional historiography for the idea of multiple truths that challenge the idea of any straightforward ability to access the past. Alongside this comes a distinct focus on the intense pleasure of the here and now – what Pater referred to as the ‘ecstatic moment’. While realism often involves a historicism that looks back through history for meaning, aestheticism focuses on the present and on each individual experience as worthy of indulgence and celebration.


Such developments illustrate how, in this second phase, aestheticism can be read less in relation to what came before it and more in terms of what would come after. In particular, the development of aestheticism drove an interest in symbolism that would become central to the emergence of modernism in the early twentieth century. Aestheticism was influenced here again from activities in France, where symbolist form, driven by the early influences of Baudelaire and Stéphane Mallarmé (1842–98), increasingly drove writing away from realist representation.


Symbolism
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‘In recent years we have heard it said in a thousand and different ways, “Copy nature; just copy nature. There is no greater delight, no finer triumph than an excellent copy of nature.” And this doctrine (the enemy of art) was alleged to apply not only to painting but to all the arts, even to the novel and to poetry. To these doctrinaires, who were so completely satisfied by Nature, a man of imagination would certainly have the right to reply: “I consider it useless and tedious to represent what exists, because nothing that exists satisfies me. Nature is ugly, and I prefer the monsters of my fantasy to what is positively trivial.”’


Charles Baudelaire, Salon of 1859
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Key idea








Symbolism is a late nineteenth-century movement using symbols and images to express ideas, emotions and states of mind.
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Alongside these French works, symbolism is evident most notably in the novels of the Russian writer Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821–81) and in the United States in the work of Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49), whom Baudelaire enthusiastically wrote about and translated. In his essay ‘The Poetic Principle’ (1850), Poe argues that poetry ‘has no concern whatever with Duty or with Truth’. These writings precede the official definition of symbolism, which was established in 1886 with the publication of Jean Moréas’s Symbolist Manifesto. In the manifesto, the French poets Baudelaire, Mallarmé and Paul Verlaine (1844–96) are named as the three leading writers of a ‘polymorphous’ movement that would resist artistic meaning in favour of mystery and abstraction. Symbolists rejected realist description and replaced this with powerful symbolic language – allusions, images and word pictures meant to suggest particular ideas or ways of thinking. While all literature is to some extent symbolic, the symbolists expanded this to all areas of their writing, rather than reserving it for privileged objects or ideas as earlier writing had done. Free verse was favoured over rhyme as more authentic to the fluid, shifting nature of individual experience.


The importance of symbolism for literary theory lies in its central contention that language does not refer to a pre-existing (what you may see referred to as a priori) reality – as realism suggests – but rather plays a central role in the construction of that reality. The goal of the writer is not to capture a thing, for this is impossible, but rather to capture the effect of that thing or the experience of it: the same sense of a subjective reality that would consume modernist writers in the early twentieth century. Symbolism also challenged the Romantic sense of writing as the expression of the author’s self or subjectivity for a more complicated sense of the author’s reality – like reality in general – in part being constructed through and during the act of writing and the relationship with language. Here we can see the beginnings of the debates regarding the relationship between language and ideas of reality and truth that would preoccupy structuralist, poststructuralist and postmodern literary theorists in the twentieth century.


Decadence


Aestheticism is often defined in relation to the term ‘decadence’, as the rejection of moral and political concerns was seen to promote indulgence in the artistic experience – in the heady, undirected and often passionate engagement with life without purpose or order. Baudelaire used the word to distinguish his and fellow writers’ work from what he saw as the stilted Victorian culture. In The Eighteen Nineties (1913), Holbrook Jackson identifies decadence as having four central characteristics: artificiality, egotism, curiosity and perversity. In these characteristics can be seen the aesthete’s interest in artistry rather than nature, in the relentless pursuit of beauty, and also an indulgence in transgressions, sexual and otherwise.
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Key idea








The Decadence Movement refers to those writers associated with aestheticism whose rejection of realism was in the pursuit of beauty and artistic experience without moral or political purpose.
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While proponents of aestheticism might be symbolists and decadents, not all followers of aestheticism neatly fit into both categories. In particular, some symbolist work can be seen to have a definite moral and/or political tone. Indeed, Jean Moréas (1856–1910) originally devised the term ‘symbolist’ in part to distinguish symbolist from decadent art.


The embodiment of the decadence movement is the Irish writer and critic Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), whose status not simply as a writer but also a wit and raconteur – a flamboyant dandy of London society – was in sharp contrast to the stern sobriety of many Victorian artists. Eminently quotable, Wilde’s use of satire questions Victorian moral values and exposes their hypocrisy. His plays The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), Lady Windermere’s Fan (1893), An Ideal Husband (1895) and A Woman of No Importance (1893) laugh at the pretensions of Victorian society, while his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), defies realism with its dark gothic narrative.
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Spotlight








In The Critic as Artist (1891), Oscar Wilde writes, ‘A little sincerity is a dangerous thing, and a great deal of it is absolutely fatal.’
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In his non-fiction, Wilde argues strongly that ‘art is individualism’; his Socratic dialogue ‘The Decay of Lying’ (1889) critiques the lack of creativity in Victorian realism. The purpose of art, so Wilde argues, is not the revelation of truth, but rather untruth: the beautiful artifice that only the artist can achieve. In this sense, decadence was a powerful precursor to much later literary movements like postmodernism. Decadence shares with modernism an attachment to the symbol and a rejection of objective reality and naturalism. Yet modernist writers would continue to grapple for the possibility of truth and a new definition of objectivity in ways that did not concern many decadent writers. It is only with later, mid-twentieth century theory that there is a return again to the kind of relativism so central to aestheticism.
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‘There is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all. […] All art is quite useless.’


Oscar Wilde, Preface, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890)
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While decadence is therefore sometimes read as a simple bridge between Romanticism and modernism, it would be more accurate to see it as a radical departure that continued to resonate across the literary and critical movements of the twentieth-century. What is evident throughout, however, is the distinct sense of the passing away of earlier Romantic and Victorian cultures. Aestheticism is therefore very much the spirit of the emerging twentieth century, what is often referred to in literary studies as the fin de siècle. At the turn of the century, there was the defined sense of a falling away of older religious and social orders: an indulgence in decadent, self-interested behaviour that was both derided and celebrated.
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Key idea








Fin de siècle, the French term meaning the ‘end of the century’, was often specifically applied to the end of the nineteenth century and to the cultural changes taking place at that time.
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Recent scholarship has associated decadence in particular with queer politics and questions of sexuality. This is in part because of the influence of Wilde, whose The Picture of Dorian Gray was critiqued for its homoerotic imagery, and whose own sexuality and the scandal that surrounded it resulted in Wilde’s prosecution for indecency in 1895 (when homosexuality was illegal in England). Yet it also reflects a wider concern, evident in works such as George Meredith’s book of sonnets Modern Love (1862) and the lyric poet Algernon Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads (1866), which was withdrawn by the publisher because of its sexually explicit content. It is particularly identified, also, with the influence of Baudelaire, whose inclusion of sexually explicit material in his poems and themes of same-sex and transgressive desire inspired the movement. (Baudelaire’s 1857 poetry collection Les Fleurs du mal (The Flowers of Evil) was in the year of its publication at the centre of a trial for obscenity because of its lesbian content.)


In this regard, aestheticism, though tied to form, might also be seen to embody particular thematic concerns. It also complicates the suggestion that ‘art for art’s sake’ takes us away from the social or political importance of literature. For, ironically, decadence can be seen as a politics that was political precisely because of its eschewal of a political significance; it was a contravention of Victorian morality that, through the elevation of beauty, gave voice to a homosexual culture denied by previous cultural expression.
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Case study: The Line of Beauty








One writer associated with the later period of aestheticism is the novelist Henry James (1843–1916). Through this association, the modern British novelist Alan Hollinghurst explores contemporary aestheticism as a continued embodiment of gay culture in his 2004 novel The Line of Beauty. The novel’s central character, Nick Guest, is a young man living in 1980s London about to do graduate work on James’s literary style, specifically his relationship to realism. As the title of the novel implies, Nick’s fascination with James runs alongside an appreciation for the visual arts that aligns him with aesthetic concerns. The ‘line of beauty’ in question is the line referred to in William Hogarth’s The Analysis of Beauty (1753) as the shape of beauty itself.


In the novel, Nick and his wealthy gay lover, Wani, create a luxury magazine named Ogee after the line’s formal name. Wani and Nick’s magazine embodies the aesthetic notion of ‘art for art’s sake’; only a single issue is ever produced, and it exists purely for the satisfaction of an imagined elite readership who would indulge themselves. It is content without purpose, education or benefit. The line’s movement in both directions – its double curve – comes in the novel to stand for the beauty of fluid identities that move in multiple directions and, more specifically, Nick’s simultaneous movement towards convention in his domestic life – lodging with the family of a Conservative MP – and his movement away from this conservatism through his exploration of his sexuality. Parallels can be drawn here between Nick’s position and that of Wilde, whose own sexuality stood at odds with his establishment position at the centre of London literary culture.


Hollinghurst’s novel in this respect is an exploration of the continued relevance of aestheticism as an essential part of gay cultural expression, but also a problematizing of ‘art’s for art’s sake’. Hogarth believed that art should have both a moral and a pleasurable function, and his line represents a movement between these two polarities. Nick, equally, must negotiate between the purity of the aesthetic position and the social and economic realities of a classist, racist and homophobic Thatcherite London. Whereas many in the nineteenth-century aesthetic movement lived on humble means, Hollinghurst’s aesthetes are part of a consumerist capitalist culture driven by the same right-wing agendas that would demonize homosexuality. Where is the place, Hollinghurst asks, for a contemporary aestheticism that might posit a radical decadence, not in support of conservative politics but against it? What is the contemporary function of art?
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New aestheticism


Hollinghurst’s novel illuminates the relevance that aestheticism holds in relation to literary theory even to the present day. One recent response to this is a renewed interest in aestheticism under the label ‘new aestheticism’. Unlike its precursor, new aestheticism does not entirely eschew the moral or political value of literature; rather, it attempts to emphasize the unique place of literature and its ‘strangeness’ as a form that cannot easily be treated as synonymous with other written discourses, and that evades truth as it is reinvented on each reading in a dialogue between reader and text. New aestheticism can be seen to have prompted a return to intense scrutiny of the form and language of a text, rather than the kind of thematic interests of alternative theoretical positions. However, it sees the form of the text as a crucial response to these thematic interests. This, then, is a modified aestheticism that recognizes how intense focus on the text can assist in the development of ethical and political readings, as well as being something that resists them.


The best-known text on this question is Harold Bloom’s The Western Canon (1994), in which Bloom argues that writing can only be usefully judged in terms of form, and that it is through form that one can identify literary quality. New aestheticism in this regard is the discursive position responsible for judging the importance of literary work. Its elevation of beauty asks that we return to a concern for how a text is crafted rather than what it says. As Bloom’s book illustrates, it is central to questions of taste and literary value: to the possibility of what we call ‘the canon’.
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Key idea








The Western Canon in literature is defined as the body of works judged to be of the greatest artistic merit and value in shaping Western thought and culture.
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At the same time, such function means that new aestheticism can be associated with rather reductive classifications of literature, including the exclusion of non-white authors, women, the working class and other minority groups. Two questions occur in this instance. Firstly, how might one create an elevated group of fictions that do not reflect such prejudices? And, secondly, is it possible for new aestheticism to reprivilege the literary without furnishing the distinctions required for canon building?
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Fact check








  1  Who wrote The Renaissance?


a    Walter Pater


b    Dante Rossetti


c    Oscar Wilde


d    Christina Rossetti


  2  What was the name of the artistic movement to which Dante Gabriel and Christina Rossetti belonged?


a    Modernism


b    The Pre-Raphaelites


c    Romanticism


d    Symbolism


  3  Who wrote the controversial poetry collection Les Fleurs du mal?


a    Oscar Wilde


b    Walter Pater


c    Christina Rossetti


d    Charles Baudelaire


  4  Which of these years would we most associate with the fin de siècle?


a    1950


b    1900


c    2000


d    1800


  5  Which of these is not a characteristic of the decadence movement?


a    Curiosity


b    Perversity


c    Egotism


d    Humour


  6  Who first used the term ‘art for art’s sake’?


a    Walter Pater


b    Théophile Gautier


c    Oscar Wilde


d    Harold Bloom


  7  With what movement do we associate Harold Bloom’s The Western Canon?


a    Decadence


b    New aestheticism


c    Modernism


d    Postmodernism


  8  In what country was the Pre-Raphaelite movement formed?


a    France


b    Germany


c    England


d    The Netherlands


  9  Who wrote The Line of Beauty?


a    Alan Hollinghurst


b    Ian McEwan


c    Oscar Wilde


d    Nick Guest


10  For what crime was Oscar Wilde prosecuted in 1895?


a    Theft


b    Tax fraud


c    Assault


d    Indecency
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Dig deeper
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Formalism and new criticism
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Literary criticism is a matter of not only when but where. The multitude of perspectives now available in the study of literature is testament to a contemporary global culture that has, over time, drawn its influences from across the world. In the early twentieth century, everyone, it seemed, was reading poetry: decadent, aesthetic poetry and modernist poetry. And the reading of this poetry changed the face of literary studies. In continental Europe, these readers would come to develop a literary method known as formalism. In Britain and the United States, developments in reading practice would be called practical criticism and – later – new criticism. Both schools of thought would go on to have profound influence on how we read literary texts.
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Both new critics and formalists are interested in what is on the page. They argue that it is only textual detail that should be of interest. The Anglo-American poet T. S. Eliot, writing in his essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919), argues that good poetry relegates the personality of the poet and his emotions in favour of artistry that keeps the reader’s attention on the text. At the centre of this are two facets central to early twentieth-century criticism: firstly, an intense focus on the text and, secondly, a preoccupation with quality that would evolve into the contemporary idea of the literary canon.
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‘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.’


T. S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919)
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Spotlight








T. S. Eliot is famous for his ‘difficult’ modernist poetry. He is famously quoted as having declared, ‘A play should give you something to think about. When I see a play and understand it the first time, then I know it can't be much good.’
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Practical criticism


When the academic I. A. Richards took up Eliot’s work at the University of Cambridge, he emphasized a focus on the text as a self-contained work and a complete refusal of outside information. Richards called this ‘practical criticism’, a methodology he outlined in his book of the same name in 1929. As a basis for this study, Richards asked his students to interpret poems without any knowledge of their author or historical context, and with no concern for the role of the reader. His ideas would be furthered by William Empson, one of his students, whose book Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930) is a masterly study of reading texts according to Richards’s practice.


David Fuller (2006) calls Empson a ‘theoretical anarchist’, an idiosyncratic radical who followed his own, often contradictory, impulses. Nevertheless, what emerges from the work of Empson and Richards is a somewhat prescriptive way of reading. It might be a process you have engaged with in the course of studying literature: a pure type of ‘close reading’ in which you are asked to write on a text you have not seen before or researched.


You may also see this approach referred to as Leavisite, a term applied with more than a hint of implied criticism. This acknowledges the role played by another Cambridge academic in its development: F. R. Leavis. Often described as the most influential critic of modern literature, Leavis was an outspoken critic of what he saw as the devaluing of art by popular culture. More than any other critic, he advanced through his work The Great Tradition (1948) the idea of close reading as a test of what made ‘great literature’ – a narrow list comprising Henry James, Jane Austen, Joseph Conrad and George Eliot. Reading is not a neutral activity, according to Leavis, but rather a morally improving one, and thus the reader must be directed to the most valuable works of literature.
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‘It is necessary to insist, then, that there are important distinctions to be made, and that far from all of the names in the literary histories really belong to the realm of significant creative achievement.’


F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (1948)
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Key idea








Practical criticism is the close formal analysis of a literary work without reference to its outside contexts, including the author and historical period.
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The new criticism


What Richards and Empson outlined as practical criticism resonated strongly with an American school of thought that was equally focused on poetry and a desire to centre critical attention on the text alone. During the 1930s a group of poets and academics, including John Crowe Ransom, Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, developed the ideas of practical criticism in an American context. Although they did not name themselves as such immediately, they are the critics we now call new critics, a name they eventually gave themselves via Ransom’s The New Criticism (1941).


Like the practical critics, the new critics considered the value of the text to exist outside of author, reader or context. Their most influential text is Brooks and Warren’s Understanding Poetry (1938), in which the authors argue that poetry has its own unique literary language. The task of the student or critic is to decipher this language, capturing the spirit of the original. So, for example, one should avoid paraphrasing because putting a poem in non-literary language would be to move away from its special literary properties.









	
[image: image]



	

Key idea








New criticism is the practice, following from practical criticism, of analysing the specific literary qualities of a given piece of literature outside specific authorial or historical contexts.
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LITERARY FALLACIES


In the 1940s two other new critics, W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, devised a terminology to describe the new critical approach, developed in two related essays, ‘The Intentional Fallacy’ (1946) and ‘The Affective Fallacy’ (1949). In the former, Wimsatt and Beardsley argue that, although there is clearly an author who has creative power over a work of literature – a ‘designing intellect’ – there is no place for biography or other speculation. If an author has been successful, the intention will be there in the poem, easy to identify, but if we need to go outside the poem to find this information then the poem has not been successful in conveying it and therefore there is no need to look for it. Central to this is the idea that we must not confuse the author with the voice of the poem (or, in fiction, the narrator). Rather than looking for some relation to the author, we should focus on the meaning of the text within and for itself. In what seems an aesthetic argument (see Chapter 1), Wimsatt and Beardsley suggest that we should not demand of the text any political or moral message or any accuracy of representation, but rather appreciate it for its own inherent literary quality. The idea of intention is false – it is a fallacy.


In ‘The Affective Fallacy’, Wimstatt and Beardsley turn their attention to the reader. Just as it is impossible to know the intention of the author so, they argue, the reader’s response – their emotional engagement with the text – leads us to confuse what the poem is with what it does. The latter is potentially dangerous, because individual responses can be unpredictable and coloured by the reader’s own methods of reading, life experience and subjectivity. Therefore we need to distance ourselves from emotional responses in favour of objective analysis based on the actual text. These ideas would subsequently be challenged both by reader response theory and by other political ways of reading.
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Key ideas








Intentional fallacy is a method of reading literary texts without concern for what the author intended, looking only at the text on the page.


Affective fallacy is a method of reading literary texts without concern for the effect of the text on the reader.
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Continental formalism


At the same time as these developments, a group in Europe was also turning its attention to the isolated particularities of the text. What we now call continental formalism began in Russia (so you may also see it called ‘Russian formalism’), although it quickly spread across Europe, with particular influence in France, Poland and Czechoslovakia. Its founders began their activities in two separate groupings, established just before the Russian Revolution. In 1915 Roman Jakobson (1896–1982) led the newly formed Moscow Linguistic Circle, while in 1916 the Society for the Study of Poetic Language (Obshchestvo Izucheniia Poeticheskogo Yazyka, or Opojaz for short) was founded, dominated by Viktor Schlovsky, Yury Tynyanov and Boris Eikhenbaum.
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Spotlight








Boris Eikhenbaum (1886–1959) became a literary scholar only after abandoning his ambitions for a professional musical career. He studied violin, piano and voice at music school before switching to studies in philology.
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Like their Anglo-American counterparts, these scholars were disenchanted with the aesthetic movement, and particularly with symbolism. Instead, influenced by the mechanization of modern society, the formalists looked to futurism, an Italian artistic movement that had become influential in Russia. Within futurism they found a dynamism focused on a repudiation of the past in favour of forward-looking developments; within the context of futurism, the influences of Romanticism and the aesthetic movement could be rejected and their emotion replaced with more scientific approaches.


Defamiliarization


For formalism, the literary text has unique qualities that distinguish it from other kinds of written text such as journalism, memoir and factual writing. In 1921 Jakobson would term this quality ‘literariness’. Much of formalism can be seen as an effort to consider how ‘literariness’ functions. The answer to this is through what Viktor Shklovsky terms, in his essay ‘Art as Technique’ (1917), ‘defamiliarization’ or ‘making strange’ (ostranenie). Poetry, he argues, does not use language in its normal, everyday fashion, but rather in its own special way that makes it appear new and different. It is constructed in a way that the ‘practical’ language of everyday communication is not. Such linguistic newness leads to a new way of seeing for the reader.
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Key idea








Defamiliarization is the tendency of literature to make language ‘strange’ through the use of literary devices and structures.
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How does this ‘making strange’ take place? In his essay ‘The Theory of the “Formal Method”’ (1926), Eichenbaum outlines the specific qualities of poetic language. Literature, he suggests, uses a series of literary devices that are not found in ordinary language to create its own unique speech. These devices tell the reader that what is being presented is not real or factual, but imaginative: that they are adventuring into the realm of creativity. Rhythm, in particular, is singled out. The musicality of literary language distinguishes it from its everyday counterpart.


It may be useful to consider how literariness is signposted in different types of literary text. For example, we might find it easiest to locate in poetry, where rhyme and metre stand out from ordinary ways of organizing language. We can also see it quite easily in experimental prose, such as modernist or postmodernist novels that use language in unusual ways. Where, however, can we locate defamiliarization in a realist novel that, in fact, attempts to obscure its artistry and instead present itself as close to ‘truth’?


One answer to this comes in the distinction between what happens in a story and how it happens – a distinction between what formalists called the fabula and the syuzchet. In his Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction (1997), Jonathan Culler develops Aristotle’s theory of narrative and describes it as a combination of events, story, plot and discourse. Story is the overall impression the reader engages with; plot is the ordering of events that the reader infers from the text to create that impression; and discourse is what the reader actually encounters in reading. While story is the basis of narrative, and plot and events are drawn from it by the reader, it is discourse that makes literature. It is not so much in the language itself, but rather in the ordering of the language, and the ordering of events through that language, therefore, that fiction finds a correlative to rhyme and metre in poetry. Anything that contributes to this ordering and the reader’s awareness of it creates literariness. This includes breaks in chronology, framing material such as footnotes, prefaces and epigraphs (what are called peritexts), and changes in style or pace.
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