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FROM RHETORIC TO DECONSTRUCTION 

Lecture Three: Critical Orientations
M. H. Abrams on the orientation of critical theories in The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (1953). Multiplicity of theories of literature reducible to some basic ones, depending on how they see the relationship between reality (the universe), work, author, reader, and the relative importance they attach to each. Mirror and lamp: metaphors for the mind (reflecting or illuminating reality).

1. The mimetic view: 
literature (art) as imitation (mimesis); acknowledging the primacy of reality. The dominant theory down to the 18th c., persistent in politicized schools of literary criticism even today. Plato (428/7-348/7 BC): reality = ideas; the natural world is an imperfect copy/imitation of the world of ideas; art is the imitation of the imitation, thrice removed from reality. Cf. the image of the den in Book VII of The Republic. Artists banished from Plato’s ideal state. Aristotle (384-22 BC): “Epic poetry and tragedy, Comedy also and Dithyrambic poetry, and the music of the flute and of the lyre in most of their forms, are all in their general conception modes of imitation” (Poetics, I). Differences of the medium, of the object and the mode of imitation. The superiority of poetry to history: poetry tends to express the universal, history the particular. 
Some English positions on mimesis (please consider also the period from which they date):
Shakespeare (Hamlet, III. ii), Hamlet to the players: “Suit the action to the word, the word to the action; with this special observance, that you o’erstep not the modesty of nature. For anything so overdone is from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the first and now, was and is, to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature.” 
Alexander Pope (An Essay on Criticism [1709]):
Unerring Nature, still divinely bright, 

One clear, unchang’d, and Universal Light,

Life, Force, and Beauty, must to all impart,

At once the Source, and End, and Test of Art.

“La belle nature” (improved nature) as the goal of artistic imitation in the 18th c. The mimetic view implies that literature (art) is a form of cognition (access to truth). 

Henry James (Preface to the Ambassadors [1903]): “Art deals with what we see, it must first contribute full-handed that ingredient; it plucks its material, otherwise expressed, in the garden of life—which material elsewhere grown is stale and uneatable.” 

Important theoretical treatments of mimesis:

Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946): tracing the presence of realistic representation from antiquity to the twentieth century by the criterion of “fidelity to detail.”
György Lukács, Die Eigenart des Ästhetischen [The specificity of the aesthetic] (1963): realism is basically methodology = the perception and representation of the way history is evolving, by any form of style.
2. The pragmatic view: 
the aim of literature (art) is to delight and to instruct by pleasing. Concerned with the relation of the work to the reader. No rejection of mimesis. The idea is present in Plato as well as Aristotle, but is best-known as formulated by Horace (65-8 BC) in Ars Poetica (The Art of Poetry): 
The aim of the poet is to inform or delight, or to combine together, in what he says, both pleasure and applicability to life [. . .] Fiction invented in order to please should remain close to reality [. . .]. He who combines the useful and the pleasing wins out by both instructing and delighting the reader. That is the sort of book that will make money for the publisher, cross the seas, and extend the fame of the author. (ll. 333-347). 
Sir Philip Sidney (1554-86), An Apology for Poetry (1595): “Poesy therefore is an art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth [terms] it in his word mimesis, that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth: so to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture: with this end, to teach and delight.” Particularly popular in England in the 18th c.—cf. the importance that rhetoricians attach to it (Blair and Kames); cf. also Samuel Johnson’s caveat: “it is always a writer’s duty to make the world better.” This kind of “instrumentalism” inheres in Marxist, New Historicist, Postcolonial and Feminist approaches to literature.
3. The expressive theory: 
literature as an expression of the personality of the author. Focus shifted from reality or the reader to the poet. Anticipated by Plato’s Phaedrus (“divine madness” as a precondition of poetic creation), it is Neoplatonic in origin. Longinus (AD 1st c.), On the Sublime: “Sublimity is a certain distinction and excellence in expression,” the surest source of greatness; its effect upon the audience is not persuasion but transport (I); the two most important components of the sublime, “the power of forming great conceptions” and “vehement and inspired passion” are “for the most part innate” (VIII). Plotinus (AD 205-70), modifying Plato (of The Republic): “Still the arts are not to be slighted [. . .], they give no bare reproduction of the thing seen, but go back to the Ideas from which Nature itself derives.” Furthermore, “they add where Nature is lacking.” The Idea “is communicated to the produced from within the producer,” that is, from the artist to the material (Enneads, V. viii. 1). Most popular in Romanticism. 
The dual character of the world (ideal/real) assumed, the poet opens a way to the ideal or creates it. Shelley, The Defence of Poetry (1821): poetry is “the partial apprehension of the invisible world,” poets are “the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” Perception as creation—Emerson, Nature (1836): “the eye is the best of artists,” that is, the poet does not merely imitate, but in part recreates reality. The theory is fictionalized by Nathaniel Hawthorne in “The Artist of the Beautiful” (1844). A cardinal principle in the Symbolist variety of Modernism—cf. Walter Pater (“Style” [1888]): Beauty is “only fineness of truth”; expression ( = literature) is “the finer accommodation of speech to that vision within.” Yeats in “Ego Dominus Tuus” (1915):
	For those that love the world serve it in action,
Grow rich, popular and full of influence,
	 

	And should they paint or write still it is action:
	 

	The struggle of the fly in marmalade.
	 

	The rhetorician would deceive his neighbours,
	

	The sentimentalist himself; while art
	

	
	

	Is but a vision of reality.
What portion in the world can the artist have
	 

	Who has awakened from the common dream
	 

	But dissipation and despair?
	


4. The objective approach: 
a work of literature is a “verbal icon,” to be contemplated in isolation from all other considerations. Focus on the internal relations of the constituent parts. Gaining ground from the 18th c. (Kant). 

This approach reigns supreme in the works of the “New Critics” of the 1930s and ‘40s. Rejection of the “intentional fallacy” and the “affective fallacy” (W. K. Wimsatt, and Monroe C. Beardsley [1946, 1949]). Most pregnantly expressed by the poet Archibald MacLeish in “Ars Poetica” (1926): 
	A poem should be palpable and mute

As a globed fruit,

Dumb

As old medallions to the thumb,

Silent as the sleeve-worn stone
Of casement ledges where the moss has grown—
A poem should be wordless
As the flight of birds.


	A poem should be motionless in time
As the moon climbs,
Leaving, as the moon releases
Twig by twig the night-entangled trees,

Leaving, as the moon behind the winter leaves,

Memory by memory the mind—
A poem should be motionless in time
As the moon climbs.


A poem should be equal to:

Not true.

For all the history of grief

An empty doorway and a maple leaf.

For love

The leaning grasses and two lights above the sea—

A poem should not mean
But be.

