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Note on the style
of references

Cross-references give the article to which the reader is referred in SMALL CAPITALS.

Further reading is suggested wherever appropriate, sometimes within the text and
sometimes at the end of articles, whichever is stylistically more suitable. Dates of first
editions are given when they are significant, but usually the most accessible and
convenient modern reprintings and translations are cited.
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Absurd  The theatre of the absurd was
a term, derived from Camus and popular-
ized by Martin Esslin’s book The Theatre
of the Absurd (1961), applied to a group
of dramatists whose work emerged during
the early 1950s (though Beckett’s Waiting
for Godot and lonesco’s The Bald Prima
Donna were actually written in the late
1940s). In The Myth of Sisyphus (1942)
Camus defined the absurd as the tension
which emerges from the individual’s
determination to discover purpose and
order in a world which steadfastly refuses
to evidence either. To writers like Ionesco
and Beckett this paradox leaves human
actions, aspirations and emotions merely
ironical. The redeeming message no
longer comes from God but is delivered
by a deaf mute to a collection of empty
chairs (The Chairs, 1952); human
qualities, such as perseverance and
courage, no longer function except as
derisory comments on the individual’s
impotence (Happy Days, 1961); basic
instincts and responses, the motor forces
of the individual, become the source of
misery (Act Without Words, 1957). Camus
himself could see a limited transcendence
in the ability to recognize and even exalt
in the absurd (The Outsider, 1942) or in
the minimal consolation of stoicism
(Cross Purpose, 1944). But he came to
feel that absurdity implied a world which
appeared to sanction Nazi brutality as
easily as it did individual acts of violence.
From an examination of the nature of
absurdity, therefore, he moved towards
liberal humanism: ‘The end of the move-
ment of absurdity, of rebellion, etc....is
compassion...that is to say, in the last
analysis, love’. For writers like Beckett

and Ionesco such a dialectical shift was
simply faith. For to the ‘absurd’ dramatist
it is axiomatic that humans live in an
entropic world in which communication
is impossible and illusion preferred to
reality. The individual has no genuine
scope for action (Hamm sits lame and
blind in Endgame, 1958; Winnie is buried
to the neck in sand in Happy Days; the
protagonist of lonesco’s The New Tenant
(written 1953, produced 1957) is sub-
merged beneath proliferating furniture);
individuals are the victims of their meta-
physical situation. Logically, the plays
abandon linear plot, plausible character
development and rational language. In
contrast to Camus’s work their style
directly reflects their subject.

The term ‘absurd drama’, applied by
Esslin to dramatists as diverse as Beckett,
Ionesco, Adamov, Genet, Arrabal and
Simpson, is something of a blunt weapon.
Esslin had a disturbing if understandable
tendency to trace the origins of the
absurd in an incredible array of writers
some of whom do not properly belong in
a theatre which is convinced of the
unbridgeable gulf between aspiration and
fulfilment, the impossibility of communi-
cation or the futility of human relation-
ships. In other words he is not always
completely scrupulous in distinguishing
between style and content. In his revised
edition of his book, however, he has
shown a commendable desire to underline
the deficiencies of a term which, while
proving a useful means of approaching
dramatists intent on forging new drama,
was never intended as a substitute for strin-
gent analysis of the work of individual
writers.
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See Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the
Absurd (2004); J. L. Styan, Modern Drama
in Theory and Practice: Symbolism,
Surrealism and the Absurd (1983).

CWEB

Action See DRAMA.

Actor See DRAMA.

Aestheticism A sensibility, a philoso-
phy of life and of art, and an English
literary and artistic movement, culminat-
ing in the 1890s, with Oscar Wilde as its
most extravagant exponent and Walter
Pater its acknowledged philosopher.
Other names commonly associated are
those of the members of the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood, Swinburne,
Arthur Symons, Ernest Dowson, Lionel
Johnson, Andrew Lang, William Sharp,
John Addington Symonds and the early
Yeats. Aubrey Beardsley and J. McNeill
Whistler are representative of the same
trend in the fine arts.

For the Aesthete whose creed is to be
derived from Pater’s conclusion to The
Renaissance (1873), reality amounts to
sharp, fleeting impressions, images and
sensations arrested by the creative indi-
vidual from an experience in constant
flux. The life of art, or the art of life,
which the Aesthete wishes to equate, is
ideally a form of purified ecstasy that
flourishes only when removed from the
roughness of the stereotyped world of
actuality and the orthodoxy of philosoph-
ical systems and fixed points of view. The
quest for unadulterated beauty is recom-
mended as the finest occupation individu-
als can find for themselves during the
‘indefinite reprieve’ from death which
their lives are. Pater’s phrase, ‘the love of
art for its own sake’, a version of the
French [l’art pour [’art, has served the
Aesthetes as a slogan, implying the repu-
diation of the ‘heresy of instruction’

(Baudelaire’s I 'hérésie de I’enseignement).
Art, Whistler wrote in his ‘Ten o’clock’
lecture (1885), is ‘selfishly occupied with
her own perfection only’ and has ‘no
desire to teach’. As a fashionable fad,
English Aestheticism was brought to a halt
with the trial of Oscar Wilde in 1896.

Aestheticism, as a stage in the devel-
opment of Romanticism, is not limited to
England. Profoundly a movement of reac-
tion and protest, it reflects the growing
apprehension of the nineteenth-century
artist at the vulgarization of values and
commercialization of art accompanying
the rise of the middle class and the spread
of democracy (‘a new class, who discov-
ered the cheap, and foresaw fortune in the
facture of the sham’ — Whistler). The hos-
tility of an alienated minority towards
bourgeois ‘Religion of Progress’ (‘Industry
and Progress,” Baudelaire wrote, ‘those
despotic enemies of all poetry’) prompted
an indulgence in the decadent, the archaic
and the morbid. The Death of God, as
proclaimed by Nietzsche among others,
turned the Aesthete towards the occult
and the transcendental in an attempt to
make a thoroughly spiritualized art sub-
stitute for the old faith. The fin-de-siecle
witnesses the proclamation of an elitist
‘new hedonism’ determined, in the words
of Oscar Wilde, ‘never to accept any
theory or system that would involve the
sacrifice of any mode of passionate
experience’.

Philosophy provides the theoretical
mainstay of the prevalent moods. Kant’s
postulate (Critique of Judgement, 1790)
of the disinterestedness of the aesthetical
judgement, and the irrelevance of con-
cepts to the intuitions of the imagination,
is taken up and carried further by
Schopenhauer. In the latter’s thought, an
‘absolute’ Art removes the mind from a
despicable life and frees it from its
bondage to the will. Since music is the
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most immaterial art, as well as the most
removed from quotidian reality, it
becomes the ideal. Schopenhauer declares
that ‘to become like music is the aspira-
tion of all arts’, which is echoed by
Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy from
the Spirit of Music (1872), by Verlaine in
‘de la musique avant toute chose’, and by
Pater in his equally famous °‘All art
constantly aspires towards the condition
of music’ (The Renaissance, 1873). The
ensuing cult of pure or ‘essential’ form is
as characteristic of symbolism and liter-
ary Impressionism as it is of the entire
English 1890s. This, in turn, leads to the
devaluation of the subject matter in
favour of personal, innovatory techniques
and the subtleties of exquisite execution.
See Madeleine L. Cazamian, Le Roman
et les idées en Angleterre, vol. 2: L'Anti-
intellectualisme et [’esthéticisme (1880—
1900) (1935); L. Eckhoff, The Aesthetic
Movement in English Literature (1959);
Graham Hough, The Last Romantics
(1949); H. Jackson, The Eighteen-Nineties
(1913); R. V. Johnson, Aestheticism (1969);
Talia Schaffer and Kathy Alexis
Psomiades (eds), Women and British
Aestheticism (2000).
NZ

Aesthetics (The study of the beauti-
ful.) A subject that has developed, espe-
cially in Germany, into a formidable one.
Lack of space forbids any attempt to deal
with its philosophical and psychological
problems here; but some discrimination
may be made to clarify and amplify its
use as a critical term.

First, aesthetic pleasure may be distin-
guished from other pleasures — according
to the Kantian definition now widely
accepted — as that which is disinterested,
the result of perceiving something not as a
means but as an end in itself, not as useful
but as ornamental, not as instrument but

as achievement. To perceive it so is to
perceive its ‘beauty’ (if it turns out to have
any). Such beauty, being the counterpart
to use or purpose, which largely depend
on content, must spring from formal
qualities, as must the special pleasures its
perception gives rise to. Non-moral, non-
utilitarian and non-acquisitive, this is the
purest of the pleasures, the one least
exposed to bias from areas outside the
work of art (and therefore the one most
appropriate for defining what ‘art’ is; see
ART). Second, aesthetic pleasure may be
distinguished from aesthetic apprecia-
tion. The former emphasizes one’s experi-
ence of the work, which may be mistaken,
untutored or injudicious; the latter
emphasizes the characteristics of the
work, and implies a critical assessment of
their ‘beauty’. Third, both presuppose
aesthetic attention. Unless a work is
regarded in the way indicated above — for
what it is, not for what it is up to — its
aesthetic qualities, if any, are likely to go
unperceived. For this reason works where
the subject, or manner, deeply involves
the reader are less likely to give aesthetic
pleasure or to prompt aesthetic apprecia-
tion than those that encourage aesthetic
attention by formal devices that lend
aesthetic distance.

Finally, aesthetic merit should be
distinguished from aesthetic qualities and
reactions, for a work might possess gen-
uine aesthetic qualities, properly provide
for their appreciation, yet in fact be a poor
specimen of its kind. Merit and pleasure,
too, are not necessarily related. An
untrained or naturally crude sensibility
could clearly be aesthetically pleased by
a crude work — and so, in certain cir-
cumstances, could a trained and refined
sensibility (though it would appreciate
the work for what it was).

Aesthesis (aesthetic perception) is
normally a blend of aesthetic pleasure and
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appreciation, and may be of three kinds:
aesthesis of composition, resulting from
purely formal harmonies of part and part,
or parts and whole, and more characteristic
of the fine arts than of literature; aesthesis
of complementarity, resulting from the
matching of form and content; and aesthe-
sis of condensation, resulting from the per-
ception of aesthetic qualities in part of a
work only (a minimal instance, strictly
speaking, of either of the other two modes).

The Aesthetic Movement, or Art for
art’s sake, which started in France during
the latter part of the nineteenth century
and flourished in England in the 1880s
and 1890s, was less concerned with such
niceties than with a general reaction
against the Art for morality’s sake so char-
acteristic of the earlier part of the century.
When Wilde averred that ‘all art is quite
useless’ he spoke truly — if art is defined in
aesthetic terms. But the pleasures of liter-
ature are usually multiple and its proper
appreciation therefore rarely limited to the
aesthetic. Critics, such as Paul de Man and
Terry Eagleton, have argued that the
aesthetic is primarily an ideological cate-
gory reflecting and promoting Western
bourgeois taste. See also PLEASURE.

See Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics
(1958); P. Guyer, Kant and the Claims
of Taste (1979); British Journal of
Aesthetics (passim); Anne Sheppard,
Aesthetics: An Introduction to the
Philosophy of Art (1987); Terry Eagleton,
The Ideology of the Aesthetic (1990); Paul
De Man, Aesthetic Ideology (1997); Jesse
Matz, Literary Impressionism and
Modernist Aesthetics (2001).

AER

Affective fallacy See EFFECT.
Aktualisace  Sce FOREGROUNDING.

Alienation effect
EPIC THEATRE.

See CONTRADICTION,

Allegory A Major symbolic mode
which fell into some critical disrepute in
the mid-twentieth century (‘dissociated’,
‘naive’, ‘mechanical’, ‘abstract’) though
it flourished in satire, underground litera-
ture and science fiction. It is often
defined as an ‘extended metaphor’ in
which characters, actions and scenery are
systematically symbolic, referring to
spiritual, political, psychological con-
frontations (Bunyan’s Pilgrims Progress,
Orwell’s 1984). Historically the rise of
allegory accompanies the inward-looking
psychologizing tendencies of late anti-
quity and medieval Christianity (see
C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love, 1938).
The ‘hero’ is typically a cypher (Spenser’s
Guyon, Christian in Bunyan, Winston
Smith in /984), a proxy for the reader,
because the action is assumed to take
place in the mind and imagination of the
audience; ‘characters’ other than the hero
are, rather like Jonsonian HUMOURS,
demonically possessed by fear, desire or
need. (It is often misleadingly suggested
that they ‘represent’ vices and virtues, but
when successful they are jealousy, greed,
modesty, etc. with intervals of neutrality
where they get the plot moving or are
spectators to the obsessions of other char-
acters.) Allegory’s distinctive feature is
that it is a structural, rather than a textural
symbolism; it is a large-scale exposition
in which problems are conceptualized and
analysed into their constituent parts in
order to be stated, if not solved. The typi-
cal plot is one in which the ‘innocent’ —
Gulliver, Alice, the Lady in Milton’s
‘Comus’, K. in Kafka’s The Castle — is
‘put through’ a series of experiences
(tests, traps, fantasy gratifications) which
add up to an imaginative analysis of
contemporary ‘reality’.

Many of the attitudes which character-
ized MODERNISM and NEW CRITICISM were
explicitly hostile to the intentionalist and
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individualist assumptions allegory makes —
that the emotive power of literature can be
channelled and directed, that the work
itself is the means to an end (saving souls,
‘to fashion a gentleman’, etc.). Pound’s
strictures against the abstract (‘dim lands
of peace’); Richards’s insistence that
poetry is ‘data’ not rationalist scaffolding;
Yeats’s stress on the mysteriousness of the
genuine literary symbol — all seem to
label allegory as the product of a now
untenable idealism. But the clear-cut dis-
tinction between ‘the music of ideas’
(Richards on Eliot) and the ‘dark conceit’
of allegory is harder to make in practice
than in theory: Yeats’s A Vision system-
atized and expounded the mystery of his
symbols much as Spenser did in The
Faerie Queene. Cleanth Brooks in The
Well Wrought Urn (1947) allegorized all
the poems he explicated, so that they
become ‘parables about the nature of
poetry’, and Northrop Frye in The
Anatomy of Criticism (1957) summed up
this tendency by pointing out that all
analysis was covert allegorizing. But
though the common distinction between
allegory and symbolism falsifies the facts
of literary experience when it claims
an impossible instantaneity and univer-
sality for the symbol (symbolism can be
grossly schematic — cf. Hemingway or
Steinbeck), and accuses allegory of arid
rationalism, there is a genuine distinction
to be made.

Two main strands in the modernist
aesthetic, the doctrine of the autonomy of
the artefact and the association of litera-
ture with collective and recurrent ‘myth’,
combined to leave little room and few
terms for allegory. Modernist critics were
equipped to talk about the textural enact-
ment of content, and about the largest
(mythic) patterns into which literature
falls, but were not at ease in the area
between the two where form and content

are often increasingly at odds, and which
involves argument, discursiveness, para-
phrasable opinion. Allegorists, like
satirists (and the two are often the same)
employ myths rhetorically, rather than
respectfully embodying them (John Barth,
Giles Goat Boy, 1966). More recently,
critics, such as Craig Owens have allied
postmodernist writing with allegory
because of its tendency towards irony and
parody. See also MYTH, SYMBOL.

See Angus Fletcher, Allegory, the
Theory of a Symbolic Mode (1964);
Northrop Frye, ‘Levels of meaning in
literature’, Kenyon Review (1950), 246—62;
A. D. Nuttall, Two Concepts of Allegory
(1967); Edmund Spenser, ‘A Letter of the
Author’s...to Sir Walter Raleigh’ (1596);
Craig Owens, ‘The allegorical impulse:
toward a theory of postmodernism’ in Scott
Bryson et al. (eds), Beyond Recognition
(1992); Theresa M. Kelley, Reinventing
Allegory (1997).

LS

Alliteration See TEXTURE.

Alterity The dictionary definition of
the term alterity is ‘the state of being other
or different; diversity, otherness’. Its use
as an alternative (which, as it happens, is a
term cognate to alterity) to ‘otherness’ has
emerged from changes in twentieth-
century philosophy that have shifted
the conceptualization of identity from the
Cartesian humanist proposition of a self-
contained consciousness located in the
individual mind, based on the proposition
‘I think therefore I am’, to subjectivity
located in social contexts that are discur-
sively and ideologically constituted. In
this latter perspective, the formation of the
Other is inseparably involved in the for-
mation of the Self for it is only through the
discursive construction of this Other that
the Self can be defined as an ‘identity’.
The ‘Other’ then is not something outside
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or beyond the Self as the traditional
Cartesian perspective would have it;
rather, it is deeply implicated within the
Self. Its philosophical status must,
accordingly, shift from being an epistemic
question to an ethical one. In short, the
philosophical ‘problem’ of the Other is no
longer of the sort that involves a coherent
Self-asking ‘How can I know the Other?’
Rather, the questions become ‘What is my
relationship to the Other?” and ‘How
should I act towards the Other?’ The term
alterity here becomes useful because it
suggests that the Other involved in these
questions is neither merely an abstract
proposition, nor is it unrelated and there-
fore irrelevant to considerations of the
Self. The Other’s difference is therefore
not absolute but relative; it is determined
by series of cultural, economic, political
and moral differences. It is this emphasis
on relationality that gives alterity its value
in contemporary theory.

This is particularly marked in post-
colonialism, which seeks to deconstruct
the ‘Othering’ process that Gayatri Spivak
argues is the manner through which colo-
nial identities formed themselves within
an ideology of racial and cultural hierar-
chy. Colonized Others functioned within
this discourse to propagate a sense of self-
hood amongst colonizers that imagined
itself to be utterly and absolutely different
from the colonized. The colonized Other
is deployed as an ‘inscrutable’ figure that
is unknown and unknowable — that is, as
an epistemological question. This is
particularly apparent in such colonial fic-
tions as E. M. Forster’s A4 Passage to India
and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,
both of which rehearse the limits of
colonial knowledge. Significantly, this
discourse positions the Other outside
of discourse and so involves a certain
cultural solipsism in which the difference
of the Other functions only insofar as

it resolves (or, interestingly, does not
resolve) questions within the colonial
Self. In other words, the only perspective
that matters is the colonial one; it cannot,
or rather refuses, to recognize the
perspective of the colonized.

To use the term Other in this context
is to run the risk of reinscribing this
Othering process instead of dismantling
the very binaries on which such discourse
rests. Alterity offers the opportunity to
see colonial discourse and its Others in a
relational manner, each constituting the
other whilst simultaneously respecting
difference, thereby avoiding the trap of
collapsing all distinctions into an abstract,
ahistorical homogeneity. This respect for
the difference of the Other opens up a
space for recognition of mutual interac-
tion and dialogue. See also HYBRIDITY,
ORIENTALISM, POSTCOLONIALISM, OTHER.

See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, The
Spivak Reader (1996); Michael T. Taussig,
Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular
History of the Senses (1993).

AM

Ambiguity If opposed to ‘clarity’,
ambiguity would be considered a fault.
Modernist criticism turned it into a virtue,
equivalent roughly to ‘richness’ or ‘wit’.
This reversal of normal connotations
was made possible by two factors:
I. A. Richards’s argument that what is
required of scientific language (e.g.
lucidity) is not necessarily demanded in
poetry (see LANGUAGE); and William
Empson’s promotion of the concept in
Seven Types of Ambiguity, first published
in 1930. Following Empson, ambiguity
came to be regarded as a defining linguistic
characteristic of poetry.

Ambiguity is not a specific figurative
device which may be chosen at will for
decoration; it is not, says Empson, ‘a thing
to be attempted’. Rather, it is a natural
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characteristic of language which becomes
heightened and significant in verse. The
link between content and form is indirect
and arbitrary; hence syntactic ‘accidents’
may occur, syntax realizing two or more
meanings in the same signal. Linguists
say that one ‘surface structure’ may
conceal two or more ‘deep structures’
(the reverse situation is PARAPHRASE).
Ambiguity is common in ordinary lan-
guage, but we do not notice it because
context usually selects just one of the
alternative meanings (‘disambiguates’). It
is of several kinds: homophony, the con-
vergence of unrelated meanings in one
form (bank, plane); polysemy, a scatter of
more or less connected meanings around
one word (bachelor, record); purely syn-
tactic ambiguity, as in Visiting relatives
can be boring or old men and women.

Verse tends to be more ambiguous
than prose or conversation, for several
reasons: it is less redundant; context is
inaccessible or irrelevant; verse displays
extra levels of structure and can be
‘parsed’ in more ways. Empson sums this
up: ‘ambiguity is a phenomenon of com-
pression’. Deletion of words for metrical/
stylistic reasons leads to ambivalence, as
in Empson’s example from Browning:

I want to know a butcher paints,
A baker rhymes for his pursuit. ..

So does a line-break at a crucial syntactic
point:

If it were done, when ‘tis done, then
‘twere well
It were done quickly.

Since we are disposed to assume multiple
meaning in verse, we consent to read
in extra meanings. The leaves in
Shakespeare’s Sonnet 73 (‘yellow...or
none, or few’) are simultaneously the
leaves of the autumn metaphor and
the poet’s writings — leaves of a book.

The problem is justification, selection;
Empson’s reading of ‘trammel up the
consequence’ is clearly fantastic. What
control is there over the desire to spawn
meanings?

The doctrine of ambiguity is not a
licence for self-indulgence, free associa-
tion producing a mushy poem, an arbitrary
heap of meanings. Multiple meanings
must be justified by their interrelation-
ships. We must neither impose meanings
without control, nor reject all meanings
but one; instead, we must reject all mean-
ings but those which interact wittily. In
the same sonnet we find ‘those boughs
which shake against the cold’. Shake is
either passive — the boughs being ravaged
by the cold wind — or active and defiant,
the shaking of a fist, a gesture against
approaching death. This is a common
syntactic ambiguity: the diametrically
opposed meanings capture the conflict
between decay and energy which the
poem embodies. Here we have not merely
mentioned the double meaning, but used
it in relation to the poem’s theme.
Ambiguity in this usage resembles and
informs the New Critics’ TENSION, IRONY,
PARADOX; it comes nearer than any of
them to providing a linguistic explanation
for poetic complexity and wit, for it
springs from the familiar resources of
ordinary language.

RGF

Analysis The purpose of analysis,
according to William Empson, ‘is to show
the modes of action of a poetical effect’.
And in the work of Empson (Seven Types
of Ambiguity, 1930) and Richards
(Practical Criticism, 1929) it is a convic-
tion of criticism that these effects are
accessible to reason, and not mysteries
reserved for silent appreciation. ‘The rea-
sons that make a line of verse likely to
give pleasure...are like the reasons for
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anything else; one can reason about them’
(Seven Types). Empson’s major achieve-
ment was his demonstration that these
modes of action were capable of descrip-
tion in terms of effects of language. The
conviction that the forms and meanings of
literature are linguistically generated
gives to the business of analysis its cen-
trality in New Criticism. For the classical
idea of language as the dress of thought
had for long limited literary analysis to
the categorization of stylistic features,
the description of decorative externals.
So long as the reality of the work lay
‘beyond’ language it had no objective
existence, it could not be analysed.
Traditional stylistics concerned itself with
classification and comparison of types
of prosody, diction, imagery, etc. without
attempting to show how these features
co-operated in creating the ‘meaning’ of a
work. The tradition of explication de texte
in French education, in which the ‘texte’
often seems almost incidental to the
categorized information that is hung
about it, demonstrated the consequences
of this dualistic form—content model of
language. What is offered is what lan
Watt called ‘explanation...a mere mak-
ing plain by spreading out’; Watt’s critical
analysis demands, on the other hand,
‘explication...a progressive unfolding of
a series of literary implications’ (“The
first paragraph of The Ambassadors’,
Essays in Criticism, 10, 1960). But
explication, or as W. K. Wimsatt refined it
‘the explicitation of the implicit or the
interpretation of the structural and for-
mal, the truth of the poem under its aspect
of coherence’ (The Verbal Icon, 1954),
had to wait upon a language theory that
would abandon this dualism and redefine
‘meaning’ as a totality, of linguistic rela-
tionships (see LANGUAGE). If language in
poetry could be conceived of not as the
dress but as the body of meaning, then

analysis had access to the fact of the
poem, not simply to its incidentals. It
could account for its ‘modes of action’.

In fact the essential conceptual
metaphors had been available to criticism
since Coleridge; Romantic theories of
poetry as holistic and organic, with their
controlling analogies of plants and trees,
had supplanted the classical form—content
dichotomies. But so long as these vitally
interdependent ‘parts and whole’ were
unlocated except as metaphysical abstrac-
tions, their relationships remained
unanalysable. However, the revolutions
in philosophy of Frege and Wittgenstein,
and in linguistics of Saussure, substituted
for the ‘referential’ or ‘representational’
model of language an idea of meaning as
a result of complex interaction. Criticism
took the point that if the meaning of a
word is everything it does in a particular
CONTEXT, then analysis of the words of
a poem, of their total interinanimation,
would be nothing less than an account
of the poem itself. The metaphysical
abstractions which Romantic theory iden-
tified as the form of poetry could now be
located as linguistic realities, and since
language has a public existence, indepen-
dent of the psychologies of poet or reader,
they were open to analysis.

The analytic tradition that descended
from Richards and Empson, known in
England (and particularly at the University
of Cambridge) as Practical Criticism
and in America as the NEW CRITICISM,
was primarily concerned with semantic
explorations. Its key terms — AMBIGUITY,
PARADOX, TENSION, gesture — emerged
from a new awareness of multiplicity and
complexity of meaning in literature. This
tradition (and its modern offshoot which
relies explicitly on the techniques and
conceptual framework of linguistics:
see LANGUAGE) has been attacked for its
tendency to stick close to the lower levels
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of verbal structure; for its apparent
neglect of value-judgements; for its
alleged inability to account for the larger-
scale structures of long works; for a
necessary preference for short, complex,
highly textured lyric poems. For examples
of structural analysis beyond purely
verbal structure, see Vladimir Propp, The
Morphology of the Folk-Tale (1st Russian
edn, 1928; English trans. 1958; French
trans. of the 2nd Russian edn, 1970);
Roland Barthes, S/Z (1970).

See Martin Montgomery, Advanced
Reading Skills for Students of English
Literature (2000); Steven Cohan and Linda
M. Shires, Telling Stories: Theoretical
Analysis of Narrative Fiction (1998)

PM

Anticlimax See DENOUEMENT.

Anti-hero  See HERO.

Apocalyptic literature  There exists a
body of biblical literature, canonical and
apocryphal, conventionally called apoca-
lyptic (from the Greek, meaning unveil-
ing, uncovering). The Old Testament
Book of Daniel and the New Testament
Book of Revelation are the best known of
these. They are characterized by an inter-
est in the revelation of future events, as in
prophecy. As a kind of systematized
prophetic writing, the literature of apoca-
lypse takes a wide view of human history,
which it schematizes and periodizes, and
an especial interest in eschatology, in the
‘latter days’, the end of historical time,
the last judgement. These revelations are
part of a hitherto secret knowledge. They
tend to affect an esoteric, visionary,
symbolic and fantastic scenario, a cast
of animals, angels, stars and numbers,
which are to be understood symbolically.
The struggle between good and evil
powers in the latter days of a terminal
period culminates in a final judgement,

the resurrection of the dead and the
installation of a messianic kingdom. All
these elements are not necessarily present
in any one work, and it can be convenient
to use the term even where a deliberate
frustration of a conventional apocalyptic
expectation may be at issue.

Apocalyptic types characterize histor-
ical periods of upheaval and crisis, and
interest in apocalyptic literature of the
past has also occurred in such periods.
Similarly, critics of secular literature in
the twentieth century became sensitized
to the apocalyptic elements in works not
formally of the type, but whose language,
particularly imagery, touches on the
themes of revelation, renovation and end-
ing. Frank Kermode’s The Sense of an
Ending (1967) is the most notable of
these, using the ‘ways in which...we
have imagined the ends of the world’ as a
taking-off point for a study of fictional
endings and fictional structures generally.
For him, the literature of apocalypse is a
‘radical instance’ of fiction, depending
‘on a concord of imaginatively recorded
past and imaginatively predicted future’.
Awareness of apocalyptic types in fiction,
he claims, has concentrated on ‘crisis,
decadence and empire, and...disconfir-
mation, the inevitable fate of detailed
eschatological predictions’.

In using apocalypse as a type of
fiction criticism may merely be using a
congenial language to define the litera-
ture of its own time — including that of
the past felt to be ‘relevant’ — in terms
acceptable to its own sense of crisis. It
seems also true that there has been a
social history of apocalyptic fictions in
Anglo-American literature, for while
apocalypse seems almost allied with
‘progressive’ forces in Elizabethan times,
as in Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, it is
entertained later with mixed fascination
and horror by writers who project the
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Final End as an image of the abortion
rather than the consummation of current
trends of history. In his essay, ‘The end of
the world’, reprinted in Errand Into The
Wilderness (1964), Perry Miller provided
not only a summary of English and
American apocalyptic literature, but also an
insight into the gradual transition in expec-
tations and reasons for the desirability of
this typology. His focus was particularly on
the period between the Elizabethan and the
Modern and on the figures of Jonathan
Edwards, ‘the greatest artist of the apo-
calypse’ in America, and Edgar Allan Poe,
whose eschatological stories pinpoint a
transition in the handling of apocalyptic
materials, foreshadowing more modern
attitudes to a world-consuming holocaust.

Apocalyptic writing has come to be
understood in terms of writing an end point
rather than the end of the world. The twen-
tieth century was notable for a number of
moments of apocalyptic writing from the
modernists, such as Lawrence, through the
News Apocalypse poets at mid-century, to
millennial pictures of destruction in a wide
range of writers, from Angela Carter and
Martin Amis to Zadie Smith. The subject
has thus been taken up in some studies of
ECO-CRITICISM in recent decades.

See Frank Kermode, ‘D. H. Lawrence
and the Apocalyptic Types’ in Modern
Essays (1971); Arthur Edward Salmon,
Poets of the Apocalypse (1983); Morton
Paley, Apocalypse and Millennium in
English Romantic Poetry (1990); David
Seed (ed.), Imagining Apocalypse (1999);
Greg Garrard, Ecocriticism (2004).

AMG

Aporia See DECONSTRUCTION.

Appreciation See

EVALUATION.

AESTHETICS,

Archaism The use of forms whose
obsoleteness or obsolescence is manifest

and thus immediately subject to the
reader’s scrutiny. It can be mere whimsi-
cal display: Thackeray sometimes lapses
into language quaint in his own time and
irrelevant to the cast of mind of his char-
acters, thus evoking a simple, ultimately
repetitious response and impeding any
probing of the more complex implications
of characters and plot. In general,
archaism’s tendency is to be a simplifying
device: one’s experience of the language
of one’s own time and place is of some-
thing richly and variously suggestive,
closely related to one’s experience and
knowledge, capable of complexity of
organization and delicate flexibility,
spontaneously understandable and usable,
whereas archaism refers back to a linguis-
tic or cultural system which it cannot
totally reconstruct, and archaic forms
may thus seem impoverished, rigid and
ponderous. The consistent archaism of the
Authorized Version (1611) of the Bible
interposes a unified tone of solemnity
between the varied subject-matter and the
audience, making its response more
uniform because more uncomplex. More
sophisticated, and richly fruitful, uses of
archaic language are commonly found in
canonical authors, invoking and incor-
porating the values of older literary
traditions: Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton,
Wordsworth, T. S. Eliot provide many
examples.

Archaism can arouse an often vague
delight in the familiar but long forgotten,
yet as it refers back to the unknown can
also be made frightening: Thomas Mann,
in Doctor Faustus (1947), exploits this
paradox to reveal affinities between cau-
tious, conservative habits of mind and
dangerous primitivism. Except in region-
alist writers, cultural archaism is not com-
monly combined with consistent linguistic
archaism, but it too can be a simplifying
device: many historical novels exploit the
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reader’s unfamiliarity with the culture
described to give an uncomplex, idealized
and sometimes monumental and intrigu-
ingly remote impression of human emo-
tions, such as heroism, nostalgic yearning
and guilt.

See Colin Burrow, Epic Romance:
Homer to Milton (1993); John N. Wall,
Transformations of the Word: Spenser,
Herbert, Vaughan (1988).

MHP
Archetype See MYTH.

Aristotelian criticism See CHICAGO
CRITICS.

Art Like ‘good’, ‘Art’, it seems must be

simply a commendatory word covering a
multitude of incompatible meanings. What
commends itself to one’s taste is to another
distasteful, for such commendation is sub-
jective. Nor can there be agreement about
objectively commendatory characteristics,
for qualities perfectly appropriate to a
good comic drama cannot be so to a love
lyric or a tragic novel. In any case com-
mendatory definitions are persuasive, and
therefore however descriptive they purport
to be, they are always prescriptive, and
thus provocative, in effect.

The pull of common usage is probably
too strong to allow this distracting com-
mendatory element to be eliminated, but
perhaps the following stipulative defini-
tion will serve useful: any work charac-
terized by an obvious aesthetic element is
to be deemed a work of art. This defini-
tion is minimally commendatory, for it
does not imply that the aesthetic element
defining a literary work as ‘art’ need be
its most valuable characteristic, or that all
works, even of creative literature, ought to
be works of ‘art’ as defined. It is not
essentialist in so far as any form, whether
in drama, narrative or lyric, and any
content in combination with it, may give

rise to aesthetic effects, so allowing
dissimilar works all to be classed as works
of art yet without the disrespect to their
differences that comes from concentrating
attention on some alleged metaphysical
common property. It is descriptive rather
than prescriptive in so far as aesthetic
appreciation depends on describable for-
mal qualities (see AESTHETICS). Finally,
such a definition is consonant with the
commonest use of this word in literary
history, ‘Art for art’s sake’.

The usefulness of this definition is
both negative and positive. Negatively, by
drastically reducing the value-connotations
of ‘art’, it avoids that metaphysical discus-
sion which distracts attention from more
concrete critical issues. Positively, by
leaving open the possibility of good, bad
or indifferent art (accordingly to the qual-
ity of the aesthetic element) and also by
not pre-empting the possibility of factors
other than ‘art’ being more pleasurable or
important, it encourages full and varied
critical appreciation.

See E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion
(1960); R. Wollheim, Art and its Objects
(1968); British Journal of Aesthetics;
Mieke Bal, Reading ‘Rembrandt’ (1991);
A. S. Byatt, Portraits in Fiction (2001);
Antonella Braida and Guiliana Pieri
(eds), Image and Word: Reflections of Art
and Literature (2003).

AER

Assonance See TEXTURE.

Atmosphere A vague term with
diminishing currency, atmosphere is
created where the overtones of the words
and ideas employed reinforce one
another. The paradox of ‘atmospheric’ lit-
erature is that although (like almost all
writing) it is linear, one word following
another, it gives an appearance of stasis.
Such German Romantics as Brentano
and Eichendorff often use rhyme-words
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closely related in emotional colouring, so
that the second rhyme-word, in recalling
the first, includes it; thus a progressively
all-engulfing sense of expansion is
achieved. This, combined with effects of
ebb and flow as one rhyme is replaced by
another, eliminates a risk of ‘atmospheric’
writing, namely that it will seem aimless
and meagrely repetitious, and sustains the
paradox (exploited more complexly by
some authors, for example, Hardy) of a
movement which is no movement.
Atmosphere is often created by the
viewing of ordinary events from an
unusual angle, giving them an air of
mystery: in Alain-Fournier’s Le Grand
Meaulnes (1913) even everyday happen-
ings at school (which themselves evoke
nostalgia in the reader) are mysterious
because the child’s understanding is insuf-
ficiently developed to work out to his own
satisfaction how they are affecting him.
MHP

Author According to common sense,
authors are people who write books. But
this is an activity subject to considerable
historical variation, and one development
in criticism has been to attend to this vari-
ation: to analyse the shifting identity of
the author in relation to different institu-
tions — the church, the court, the publish-
ing house, the university. This analysis
includes among its concerns the effects of
print technology upon authorship, and the
emergence in the nineteenth century of
authors as a distinct professional group
with legally protected rights of property
in what they wrote. Another aspect of this
history is the changing cultural image of
authorship. Again the variation here is
considerable, ranging from the scribe, to
the artisan skilled in rhetoric, to the figure
who imitates either nature or established
models of excellence, to the seer who pro-
duces forms of writing deemed equivalent

to new forms of consciousness, endowed
with powers of prophecy or moral
wisdom. This history demonstrates the
problematic relationship between writing
and authorship: are all writers authors or
only some? What, in any given period,
makes the difference? Nor is it a history
characterized by the simple succession of
one image of authorship by another: for
example, the fascination with literary
works as the product of divinely inspired
genius which emerged in late eighteenth-
century Europe revives themes found in
Longinus and Plato.

The history of the practice and con-
cept of authorship is valuable to students
of literature because ideas and fantasies
about the author have determined how we
read and value literary works. If we
regard literature as the product of genius,
we approach it with reverence and an
expectation of revelation. Or the logic of
critical argument could be organized
around the idea that the author is the sole
or privileged arbiter of meaning. To dis-
cover the meaning of a work might be
regarded as equivalent to understanding
what the author did intend or might have
intended in writing it. The problem of
how to decode the author’s INTENTIONS is
itself the subject of extensive critical
debate. What is the relevance of bio-
graphical information? Can we discern
the author’s intentions by analysing the
literary work as a series of speech acts,
each with an intended force? Can we
know an author’s intention without access
to the historical context in which he or she
wrote? What are the effects of PsycHO-
ANALYTIC criticism which introduces the
idea of unconscious motivation into an
account of authorship?

These questions continue to preoccupy
literary critics, testifying to the power
of the author in critical argument and in
the wider culture. Our contemporary
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fascination with authors is long-standing,
going back at least to the eighteenth
century when Samuel Johnson produced
a classic of biographical criticism, The
Lives of the English Poets (1779-81).
ROMANTIC theory introduced the analogy
between divine and literary creativity, and
this theological aura around authorship
was renewed by MODERNIST accounts of
the impersonality of the great writer.
Authors have become heroic figures in
modern culture: whether as rebels or reac-
tionaries; because they write books,
authors are expected to have wise things
to say about a whole range of political and
personal dilemmas.

But modern criticism has not simply
underwritten the authority of authors. In a
famous essay, ‘The Intentional Fallacy’
(1954), the American critics Wimsatt and
Beardsley issued a dictat forbidding crit-
ics to refer to authorial intentions in the
analysis of literature: a literary work con-
tained all the information necessary for
its understanding in the words on the
page, so appeals to authorial intention
were at best irrelevant, at worst mislead-
ing. The argument is valuable in so far as
it warns against replacing the interpreta-
tion of texts with an interpretation of the
author’s life. It founders, however, for var-
ious reasons: the words on the page do not
simply begin and end there, and under-
standing them requires reference to
historical and social contexts, which are
not so constant as Wimsatt and Beardsley
believe. Nor can meaning be so readily
divorced from intention. According to
speech act theory, to understand the
meaning of an utterance requires that we
understand the intention of someone in
uttering it. The problem with literary texts
is identifying who that someone is, given
the multiple displacements of the author
into narrator, persona, characters, state-
ments of traditional wisdom and other

forms of quotation. Where do we find
Dostoevsky amid the multiple voices
which make up Crime and Punishment?
Where do we find Chaucer in the
Canterbury Tales?

The impossibility of answering these
questions is the starting point for Roland
Barthes’s polemical essay ‘The Death of
the Author’. According to Barthes the
author is an ideological construct whose
purpose is to legitimate a practice of writ-
ing and reading which always pursues
‘the voice of a single, person, the author
“confiding” in us’. Barthes proposes an
alternative account: the text is irreducibly
plural, a weave of voices or codes which
cannot be tied to a single point of expres-
sive origin in the author. Reading is not
about the discovery of a single hidden
voice or meaning, but a production work-
ing with the multiple codes that compose
a text. Traditional assumptions about the
origin and the unity of a text are reversed:

The reader is the space on which all
the quotations that make up a writing
are inscribed without any of them
being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its
origin but in its destination. Yet this
destination cannot any longer be per-
sonal: the reader is without history,
biography, psychology; he is simply
that someone who holds together in a
single field all the traces by which the
text is constituted.

Barthes’s stress upon the anonymity of
the reader recalls T. S. Eliot’s earlier
account of the impersonality of the author
in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’
(1919). Barthes shifts the terms of a
Modernist poetics on to the side of the
READER; the meaning of a text is volatile,
varying according to the different occa-
sions of reading and without reference to
an authority which will fix meaning.
Barthes’s paradoxical transformation of
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authors into readers liberates us from the
oppressive reverence for authorial cre-
ativity and wisdom, but it excludes
important questions from the critical
agenda: what is it that brings a particular
person at a particular time to write? What
do we make of the phenomenon of origi-
nality or of the fact that literary works
have stylistic signatures which enable us
to distinguish the work of one author from
another? Turning authors into cults is not
going to answer these questions, but nei-
ther is banishing them altogether from the
discourse of literary criticism. See also

CREATION, DECONSTRUCTION, DIALOGIC
STRUCTURE, DISCOURSE, READER.

See J. Bayley, The Characters of Love
(1960); R. Barthes, ‘The Death of the
Author’ in Image-Music-Text (trans. 1977)
and S/Z (1970, trans. 1975); M. Foucault,
‘What is an author?’ (1969) in Language,
Counter-Memory and Practice (1977);
P. Parrinder, Authors and Authority (1977);
Sean Burke, Authorship: From Plato to the
Postmodern — A Reader (1995).

ic

Autobiography See BIOGRAPHY.



Ballad The term has three meanings of
different scope. The widest is that of any
set of words for a tune. The narrowest
refers to the English and Scottish tradi-
tional ballad, a specific form of narrative
poem which became a part of the larger
world of folk song. The ballad is not pecu-
liar to England and Scotland, but is found
throughout Europe and in post-settlement
America. In Britain, the traditional ballad
first appears in the later Middle Ages,
probably in the fifteenth century, when the
minstrels, declining in social status and
circulation, began to carry to a wider audi-
ence their narrative art in folk songs based
on strong symmetrically constructed
stories in a simplified four-line stanza.
Then ballads were increasingly sung at
every level of society by non-professionals.
By the end of the seventeenth century,
emphasis had shifted to the music as the
prime formative constituent and more bal-
lads used refrains, meaningless vocables
like ‘fal-lal’, common-places and formulae,
‘filler lines’ to give the singer time to
arrange the next stanza, and the peculiarly
effective structure known as ‘incremental
repetition’:

He was a braw gallant,
And he rade at the ring;

And the bonny Earl of Murray
Oh he might have been a king!

He was a braw gallant
And he played at the ba;

And the bonny Earl of Murray
Was the flower among them a’.

The traditional ballads as a whole have
certain well-marked characteristics. They
deal with episodes of well-known stories,
condensed and impersonally presented,

often by means of juxtaposed pictures or
direct speech of the persons involved:

The king sits in Dunfermline town
Drinking the blude-red wine;

‘O whare will I get a skeely skipper
To sail this new ship o’ mine?’...

Our king has written a braid letter,
And seal’d it with his hand,

And sent it to Sir Patrick Spens,
Was walking on the strand. ..

There is little psychological comment,
and the ‘meaning’ is realized through
directly rendered action, and cryptic ref-
erences to the larger context of related
events. There is a ‘ballad form” and a ‘bal-
lad world’, both of supreme imaginative
interest. The traditional ballads became
admired literary objects in the eighteenth
century, and numerous collections were
made and published from then on. The
most famous is Francis J. Child’s five vol-
umes of The English and Scottish Popular
Ballads (1882-98). Such study tended to
treat the ballads as timeless, though later
discussion, based on the invaluable
work of scores of collectors, such as
Bishop Percy (Reliques of Ancient
English Poetry, 1765), Sir Walter Scott
(Minstrelsy of the Scottish Borders,
1802-3) and Child himself, has begun to
establish the evolution of style in the bal-
lads. The Romantics were interested in
the ballads as folk-art and monuments of
the heroic past. The literary ballad, with
no music, had a vogue at the end of the
eighteenth century and for another cen-
tury, the best known of such works being
Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner and Keats’s
‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’. The older
study of ballads had the disadvantage of
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treating ‘collected’ ballads both as written
texts — though any written form poorly
represents the ‘performed’ ballad in its
musical and dramatic strength — and as
fossil objects of a dead art.

Before the end of the eighteenth
century the third meaning of the word was
the most common: any doggerel verses set
to one of several well-known tunes, such
as ‘Packington’s Pound’. These were the
sheet ballads, broadside ballads sold in
roughly printed sheets, or stall-ballads
hawked around the countryside at fairs or
from door to door. The ballad-singer sang
to collect customers for his wares, which
dealt with murders, political events, prodi-
gies. Such ballads were ‘low-falutin’,
mostly realistic, irreverent, ironic, some-
times seditious. From this kind of produc-
tion come the miners’ ballads, work songs,
protest songs, party political attacks
which have had popular revival on the
contemporary ‘folk scene’.

The European settlement of America
has also produced large bodies of distinc-
tive ballads in the New World, particularly
in the United States. The ballads in
English consist either of transplanted
traditional ballads which successive
waves of immigrants, to Virginia in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, for
example, have taken with them, or of
indigenous ballads which have been and
still are produced among West Virginian
miners, the cowboys of the South West
or African Americans. Versions of tradi-
tional ballads have been collected in the
remoter parts and more isolated commu-
nities of the United States, such as portions
of the Atlantic coast and the Central
West, or the mountain people of the
Appalachians, and these have been an
important source for British as well as
American ballad scholars. The changes
which took place in the texts by trans-
mission in America, modifications, for

example, of the importance of rank in
the narrative and modulations of names,
provide valuable material for the study of
ballad tradition. American sources often
preserve archaic forms of European tunes,
and musical works are rich and distin-
guished. The words, it has been said, are
often preserved in relatively impoverished
forms. An interesting reverse transplant-
ing of traditional material is to be noticed
in the way modern American recordings
frequently introduce Scottish and English
listeners and singers to forgotten or half-
forgotten ballads. Indigenous American
ballads include broadsides of the
Revolutionary Period and the Civil War.
See D. C. Fowler, A Literary History
of the Popular Ballad (1968); M. J. C.
Hodgart, The Ballads (1950); V. de Sola
Pinto and A. E. Rodway, The Common
Muse (1950); Nicola Trott and Seamus
Perry (eds), 1800: The New Lyrical
Ballads (2001); Joseph Harris, The Ballad
and Oral Literature (1991); Susan Gilbert,
Ballad (2005).
AMR

Baroque A term denoting a distinctive
style deeply characteristic of the seven-
teenth century, long since firmly estab-
lished for critics of art and music, whose
application to literature has been problem-
atic and controversial. However, it has
offered possibilities for cultural analysis.
Like ROMANTICISM, it submits to an enor-
mous number of seemingly disconnected
and even contradictory usages, as phrases
like ‘Baroque grandeur’, ‘Baroque eccen-
tricity’, ‘Baroque mysticism’, ‘Baroque
exuberance’ attest; it is even more poly-
morphously perverse in its frequent appear-
ances outside the seventeenth century in
labels like ‘“The Contemporary Baroque’.
Art historians have generally agreed to
regard the Baroque as the third Renais-
sance style, setting in around 1600, with
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its centre in Rome and its quintessential
representative in Bernini, and with impor-
tant Catholic and post-tridentine tenden-
cies. Musicologists associate the Baroque
with the advent of Monteverdi, the birth
of operatic recitative and concertante
style, and with figured bass. The essential
features of the works of art produced can
perhaps best be suggested in a short space
by means of semantic clusters, obviously
shading into each other, with appropriate
illustrations: solidity, massiveness, size,
intimidation (St Peter’s, Rome); orna-
ment, playfulness, wit, fancifulness
(Bavarian and Austrian Baroque); mysti-
cism, ecstasy, inwardness, transcendence
(Bernini’s St Teresa); drama, human
warmth, fleshiness (the paintings of
Caravaggio); illusion, trompe [’oeil (the
Heaven Room in Burghley House). It is
important to add, as a further defining
feature, that Baroque works of art unify,
or attempt to unify, such elements in
simple, massive organization: solidity
carries ornament, for instance, rather
than being swamped by it (consider
Baroque columns, or the function of the
figured bass in Bach).

The most fruitful approach to the rela-
tions between literature and other arts is
likely to be one that attempts to ‘translate’
the stylistic elements of one art form into
those of another. To give examples: it
seems legitimate and useful to regard the
frequent literary use of oxymoron and
paradox in the seventeenth century as a
counterpart to the dramatic use of
chiaroscuro in Baroque painting, or to see
a correspondence between the ‘play
within a play’ form in seventeenth-
century drama and the construction of
Bernini’s St Teresa chapel. In the case
of Baroque, it is helpful to be also aware
of the term MANNERISM. The features of
Donne’s poetry, for instance, that have
sometimes been referred to as ‘Baroque’

might more fruitfully be considered in
relation to the art of Parmigianino or
Giulio Romano.

Besides setting a challenge of an inter-
disciplinary nature, the use of the word
baroque outside the seventeenth-century
context involves other problems that
reach out as far as the theory of history.
Some critics (e.g. Hauser, Mannerism,
1965) have seen ‘Baroque’ as a recurrent
phenomenon, a constant tendency of the
human spirit. This requires very cautious
handling indeed; if one can posit a
‘Baroque spirit’ it seems most fruitful to
regard it as historically activated, as a last
energetic assertion of the Renaissance
faith in the fundamental interconnected-
ness of phenomena — one that is conveyed
above all in a fleshly solidity of realiza-
tion, accessible to a wider audience
than were the arcanae of Florentine
neo-Platonists.

In the 1960s and 1970s, there was a
contemporary vogue of Baroque imitation
and pastiche among writers preoccupied
with illusion and sham, such as John
Barth, Iris Murdoch and Gunther Grass.
In many ways, however, this was failed
Baroque — the inflated or sentimental
rhetoric that generated, for instance, the
stylistic conventions of religious kitsch —
that fascinated and stimulated the ironic
use of the self-evidently bad or hollow.
The best Baroque art — the work of
Bernini, Rembrandt, Milton, Monteverdi,
Bach — is of a different order of intensity
and grandeur.

See L. L. Martz, The Wit of Love
(1969); W. Sypher, Four Stages
of Renaissance Style (1955); Joseph
M. Levine, Between the Ancients and the
Moderns: Baroque Culture in Restoration
England (1999); J. Douglas Canfield,
The Baroque in Neoclassical Literature
(2003).

MAH



18 Belief

Belief Since I. A. Richards’s Principles
of Literary Criticism (1924), critics have
usually been wary of detailed explo-
rations into reader psychology: ‘willing
suspension of disbelief” (Coleridge) is
now more often alluded to than investi-
gated. It implies a contract between
author and reader: the reader is encour-
aged to imagine that what is portrayed is
real or possible rather than remain
querulously aware of its fictionality and
impossibility, and hopes thereby to attain
satisfactions and discoveries for which
involvement, not distance, is required.
Total delusion is rarely achieved (we do
not rush on stage to whisper in the tragic
hero’s ear) and would probably be
psychologically damaging: literature may
help us to recognize and explore our
fantasies without giving way to them.

The means by which belief is encour-
aged are diverse. Perhaps the best known
is verisimilitude, an attempt to satisfy even
the rational, sceptical reader that the events
and characters portrayed is very possible
(e.g. typical of a certain milieu or recurrent
human tendencies). Other means are less
rational, such as the non-intellectual
appeal of intellectual ideas, sometimes
reinforced by incidental sensuous and
motor attractiveness (e.g. the power, lilt
and sound-quality of Hugo’s verse is
sometimes seen as giving convincingness
to his ideas). Another, frequent in tragedy
and linked to wish-fulfilment, is an appeal
to the desire to believe in human dignity
and value.

A reader’s willingness to believe
provides various possibilities for manipu-
lating responses. Some writers (e.g.
Arnim and Hoffmann in their use of
‘Romantic irony’, and many comic novel-
ists in their alternations of sympathy and
mocking distance) use techniques which
destroy belief, or which continually play
off our wish to believe against our wish to

be sceptical, calling both in question and
requiring a complex, questioning response.
Some (e.g. Céline) display an innocuous-
ness which at first creates uncritical belief
but of whose implications the reader
becomes increasingly suspicious. Others,
by undermining confidence in the world
presented, induce us to transfer our belief
to the narrator or author as the only
reliable authority.

See Michael Bell, Literature,
Modernism and Myth: Belief and
Responsibility in the Twentieth Century
(1997); Volney P. Gay, Joy and the
Objects of Psychoanalysis: Literature,
Belief and Neurosis (2001).

MHP

Bildungsroman Often literally trans-
lated as a ‘novel of growth’ the term
applies more broadly to fiction detailing
personal development or educational mat-
uration. As a literary genre, the form orig-
inated in Germany towards the end of
the eighteenth century and Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister's
Apprenticeship (1795—6) is commonly
regarded as the prototype. Goethe’s atten-
tion to the gradual growth to self-awareness
of his protagonist depends on a harmonious
negotiation of interior and exterior self-
hoods, a reconciliation that involves the
balancing of social role with individual
fulfilment. Crucial to that holistic rap-
prochement is the educative journey that
the hero undergoes: completion through
enlightenment has been, from its earliest
days, a cornerstone of the Bildungsroman.
The focus on the integration of the self
and society made the genre a particularly
apposite embodiment of bourgeois capi-
talistic values and the apotheosis of the
form in the mid-nineteenth century
reflects both the wide-ranging social
impacts of revolutionary and industrial
histories and the difficulties of positioning
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subjectivity within this rapidly changing
geo-political environment. In Britain, the
Bildungsroman became synonymous with
a certain sense of social dislocation as is
discernible in some classic accounts
of problematic identity and stifled indi-
viduation, such as Charles Dickens’s
David Copperfield (1850) and, Great
Expectations (1861) and Samuel Butler’s
The Way of All Flesh (1903). George
Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871-2) typifies the
Victorian embracing of the genre as an
ambivalent site of psychosocial interac-
tion. The story of the idealistic Dorothea
Brooke’s relationships with the pedantic
Casaubon, the artistic Will Laidslaw and
the ambitious Tertius Lydgate revolve
around the political manoeuvrings of the
years preceding the Reform Act of 1832.
Social, economic, scientific and religious
orthodoxies are brought into a jarring
conflict that reveals not just the web of
societal connections but also a nation
in a process of transition. Elsewhere in
Europe, the nineteenth century saw the
publication of Bildungsromane more
overtly transgressive in the arenas of
sexuality and sexual politics. Gustave
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1857) and
Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1874-6)
present women as the models of
psychological growth whose development
intrinsically involves the fulfilment of a
sexualized subjectivity, a self-realization
that flies in the face of social convention.

Twentieth-century interpretations of
the genre have seen its subversion, frag-
mentation and reinvention but have not
diminished its compelling narrative
importance. Modernism’s addiction to the
revelation of the interior life tended to
focus attention away from the social inter-
action of the individual and towards the
ineffability of the fractured self. One
notable exception is D. H. Lawrence’s
Sons and Lovers (1913), which charts

the growth to emotional maturity of
Paul Morel against the backdrop of
financial hardship, industrial pragmatism
and social upheaval. The modernist
Bildungsroman enabled the presentation
of an apolitical consciousness focalized
on self-knowledge and exploration. It lent
itself particularly to the articulation of
contemporary women’s experiences, but
rather than showing psychosocial integra-
tion, implied the impossibility of female
individuation under the auspices of a
patriarchal hegemony. Both Virginia
Woolf’s The Voyage Out (1915) and May
Sinclair’s The Life and Death of Harriett
Frean (1922) declare female growth
impractical through the channels of con-
ventional marriage and domesticity. The
development of the self as a creative and
artistic force, so intrinsic to modernism’s
denunciation of the dogmatism of sci-
ence, gives the form a sub-generic life in
the shape of the Kiinstlerroman (‘novel of
the artist’), which addresses the struggle
to fulfil an artistic potential. James
Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man (1916) is perhaps the most cele-
brated incarnation of this offshoot of the
Bildungsroman but Thomas Mann’s
Doktor Faustus (1947) is also a pertinent
example of the form.

Postmodernism’s attention to the sup-
pressed narratives of marginalized groups
has further expanded the envisioning
potential of the Bildungsroman. Feminist
interpretations have been joined by gay
and lesbian rewritings, such as Jeannette
Winterson’s Oranges Are Not The Only
Fruit (1985) and Alan Hollinghurst’s The
Swimming-Pool Library (1988) in an
open renunciation of the traditionally
conservative values of the genre. Non-
white Bildungsromane, such as Chinua
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) and
J. M. Coetzee’s The Life and Times of
Michael K. (1983) explore the experience
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of self-realization under the oppressive
regimes of political intolerance, whilst
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children
(1981) offers a transgressive undermining
by problematizing the very notion of iden-
tity. Postmodernism’s cynicism towards
fixed and stable subjectivity constitutes a
serious ideological blow to the relevance of
the Bildungsroman, but rather than dis-
pense with the genre altogether, contempo-
rary writers appear intent on redeveloping
it for the twenty-first century.

See Michael Beddow, The Fiction of
Humanity: Studies in the Bildungsroman
from Wieland to Thomas Mann (1982);
Franco Moretti, The Way of the World:
The Bildungsroman in European Culture
(1987); Martin Swales, The German
Bildungsroman from Wieland to Hesse
(1978); Marc Redfield, Phantom
Formations: Aesthetic Ideology and the
Bildungsroman (1996).
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Biography In post-classical Europe
the literary recording of people’s lives
begins with the search, for example, in
the Lives of the Saints and the stories of
the rise and fall of princes. Medieval his-
torians like Geoffrey of Monmouth,
Matthew Paris and others, bring a concern
with human failings and strengths to their
histories which often overrides their
objectivity. But it is not until the sixteenth
century that the first recognizable biogra-
phies appear. Cardinal Morton’s Life of
Richard III (1513?), wrongly attributed to
Thomas More; Roper’s Life of More
(15357?); and Cavendish’s Life of Wolsey
(1554-7) are variously claimed as the
first true biography, though no one could
claim that the genre was established in the
eyes of a readership. The seventeenth
century saw Bacon’s Life of Henry VIII
(1621), Walton’s Lives (1640-78) and,

best-known of all perhaps, Aubrey’s
Minutes of Lives which he began collect-
ing in the 1660s and in which he persisted
till his death. It is in Aubrey that we first
hear the real human voice commenting
with a sly smugness, a gossipy humour
and a delight in the oddity of human
nature on the affairs and misalliances of
those he minuted. But it is in the eigh-
teenth century and with Dr Johnson’s
Lives of the Poets (1779-81) that the form
is established beyond a doubt with his
claim for its recognition as a literary form
in its own right and his insistence on its
peculiar virtue being that it alone of liter-
ary forms seeks to tell the literal, unvar-
nished truth. It was fitting that the
founder of the form should be repaid by
becoming the subject of what is perhaps
the best known of all biographies,
Boswell’s Life of Johnson (1791).

In the nineteenth century, biography
continued to flourish (e.g. Lockhart’s Life
of Scott (1837, 1838), Gilchrist’s Life of
Blake (1863)) but now it was also show-
ing its potential influence on the struc-
tures of fiction. Wordsworth’s Prelude,
the novels of Dickens and those of the
Brontés all show in various ways the inti-
macy which grew up between experience
and invention during and after the
Romantic period. This process continued
until the end of the century, culminating
perhaps in that most literary of biogra-
phies, Gosse’s Father and Son (1907) and
that most biographical of novels, Butler’s
The Way of All Flesh (1903). But if the
hybrids flourished so did the thing itself,
and Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians
(1918) established the standards both in
reasoned objectivity and in witty skill for
all those who were to follow him. The
modern biography was established.

The main claim of modern biogra-
phers has been an objectivity towards the
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chosen subject, asserting that by choosing
the form they deal in fact, not fiction.
This claim may seem dubious if we
compare the methods and presuppositions
with the autobiographer, who also claims
to tell the whole truth and nothing but
the truth. (Vladimir Nabokov has great
fun with this claim in his autobiography
Speak Memory, 1966.) A much more
naive judgement emerges from H. G.
Wells’s Experiment in Autobiography
(1934) when he wishes the novel could
more closely resemble the biography
since the latter is more ‘truthful’: “Who
would read a novel if we were permitted
to write biography all out?’ This com-
pletely begs the question of the selection
and presentation of the material; it pre-
supposes that the only limitations to
biographers’ truth telling are the range of
their knowledge and licence of their soci-
ety to publish it. It ignores the central
issue of what kind of reality language can
sustain.

In the mid-twentieth century, a wide
interest was shown in the interchangeabil-
ity of fictional and documentary tech-
niques. Novelists experimented with
‘factual subjects’ (e.g. Truman Capote’s
In Cold Blood, 1966), while social scien-
tists went to the novel for structures which
enabled them to relate patterns of behav-
iour not amenable to the sequential logic
of analytic prose discourse (e.g. Oscar
Lewis, The Children of Sanchez, 1962).
The traditional distinctions between bio-
graphy, personal history (diary/confession)
and novel (especially first-person narra-
tive and/or tape-recorded novels) begin to
be questioned. For writers in African
countries (Achebe, Ngugi, Soyinka) and
in Negro American circles (Baldwin,
John Williams, Jean Tooner) autobio-
graphical art is not a device for summing
up the accumulated wisdom of a lifetime

but a means of defining identity. The
distinction between novel and autobiogra-
phy becomes almost meaningless in this
context. A novel like Ralph Ellison’s
Invisible Man (1965) and an autobiog-
raphy like J. P. Clark’s America, Their
America (1964) are united beyond their
different forms in a single gesture of
passionate self-exposure.

Work in England began to show this
influence too: Alexander Trocchi’s Cain's
Book (1960) and Jeff Nuttall’s Bomb
Culture (1968) continued a tradition
whose roots run back through Kerouac to
Henry Miller. This trend has continued in
the extension of the ‘hybrid’ book whose
format disdains to answer the query, fact
or fiction?

Modern biography is now quite likely
to acknowledge a degree of artifice in its
writing, with some authors showing an
imaginative, inventive and speculative
approach to literary biography in such
works as Peter Ackroyd’s Dickens (1990)
and D. J. Taylor’s Thackeray (1999). The
late twentieth century was also notable for
an increase in a ‘life-writing’ approach
to fiction and non-fiction. Such books
use the autobiographical mode and are
written in a meditative, confessional
style, while their authors often seek nei-
ther to equate the narrator with them-
selves nor to pretend that the narrator is
simply a fictional character. Books in this
mode range from Martin Amis’s literary
‘autobiography’ Experience (2000) to
semi-autobiographical novels such as
V. S. Naipaul’s The Enigma of Arrival
(1987). Feminist critics have also attacked
the traditional emphases of biographical
and autobiographical writing for their
masculinist stresses on action and
public recognition over interpersonal
relationships and reproductive life.

See also FICTION, NOVEL.
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See Leon Edel, Literary Biography
(1957); Paul Murray Kendall, The Art of
Biography (1965); H. G. Nicholson, The
Development of English Biography
(1959); Lytton Strachey, Biographical
Essays (modern collection, 1969);
Adriana Cavarero (Paul Kottman, trans.),

Relating Narrative (2000); Liz Stanley,
The Auto/biographical: Theory and
Practice of Feminist Auto/biography
(1992).

GG

Burlesque See PARODY.
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Cacophony See TEXTURE.

Caricature See PARODY.

Carnival See DIALOGIC STRUCTURE.

Catastrophe  See DENOUEMENT, DRAMA.

Catharsis The most disputed part of
Aristotle’s definition of tragedy is his
statement that it is an action ‘through pity
and fear effecting a catharsis of these
emotions’. Traditionally catharsis 1is
rendered as ‘purgation’ and refers to the
psychological effect of tragedy on the
audience. Against Plato’s condemna-
tion of art for unhealthily stimulating
emotions which should be suppressed,
Aristotle argues that audiences are not
inflamed or depressed by the spectacle of
suffering in tragedy, but in some way
released. Our subjective, potentially
morbid, emotions are extended outward,
through pity for the tragic hero, in an
enlargement, a leading out, of the soul
(psychogogia). So tragedy moves us
towards psychic harmony. A related, but
less psychological, interpretation puts
catharsis into the context of Aristotle’s
argument that the pleasure peculiar to
tragedy arises from the fact that our
emotion is authorized and released by an
intellectually conditioned structure of
action. In fiction, unlike reality, we feel
the emotion and see its place in a
sequence of probability and necessity.
Alternatively catharsis may be seen, as
by G. Else (4ristotle’s ‘Poetics’, 1957),
not as the end result, but as a process
operating through the ‘structure of
events’ which purifies, not the audience,
but the events themselves. The tragic
hero’s pollution (typically from the

murder of a blood relation) is shown,
through the structure of discovery and
recognition, and the hero’s subsequent
remorse, to be in some measure unde-
served. So catharsis is the purification of
the hero which enables us to go beyond
fear, our horror at the events, to pity born
of understanding; the poet’s structure
leads our reason to judge our emotion.
See also PLOT, TRAGEDY.

See Humphry House, Aristotle’s
‘Poetics’ (1956); A. K. Abdulla, Catharsis
in Literature (1985); Dana F. Sutton,
The Catharsis of Comedy: Greek Studies:
Interdisciplinary Approaches (1994).

PM

Cento(nism) See PASTICHE.

Character The fictional representation
of a person, which is likely to change,
both as a presence in literature and as an
object of critical attention, much as it
changes in society. Ideas of the place of
the human in the social order, of human
individuality and self-determination,
clearly shift historically; and this is
often mimed in literature by the relation
of characters to actions or webs of story.
The idea of character often attaches,
therefore, to the personalizing or human-
izing dimension of literature; thus natu-
ralism, which tends to create plots in
which characters are not self-determining
agents but in ironic relationships to larger
sequences of force, seems a remarkably
impersonal writing. Yet, individual iden-
tity is often partly an attribute of social
interaction, of the play of the social drama;
this too is mimed in the dramatic char-
acter of much literature. In plays the
paradox is compounded by the fact that
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characters are not simply represented
verbally but impersonated by actors —
a situation often used (as in much
Shakespearean drama) to explore the para-
doxes of being or identity themselves.

If the idea of character undergoes
variation in different phases of literature,
so it does in criticism. Neo-classical criti-
cism tends to interpret characters as rep-
resentatives of general human types and
roles; romantic, to isolate and humanize
them (see A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean
Tragedy, 1904) and even separate them
from the surrounding fictional determi-
nants or dramatic design as ‘living’ peo-
ple; modern, to regard them as humanized
outcroppings from some larger verbal
design. ‘Characters’ are by definition in
determined contexts (i.e. they are parts of
a literary sequence, involved in a plot),
and can hence arouse liberal issues about
the individualism of selves: as happened
in the 1960s (in, for example, John
Bayley, The Characters of Love, 1960 and
W. J. Harvey, Character and the Novel,
1965) where an intrinsic association
between humanist realism and literature
was suggested, and the loss in fiction of
what Iris Murdoch called ‘the difficulty
and complexity of the moral life and the
opacity of persons’ explored. Indeed ‘lib-
eral’ character was a central aspect of
artistic attention: hence, perhaps, Henry
James’s attempt (in parallel to that of his
character Ralph Touchett) to set Isobel
Archer ‘free’ in The Portrait of a Lady.
Many fictional actions were in this sense
portraits, aspects of the tendency of liter-
ature to personalize experience, in which
the following out of the growth of a
character was a primary cause of the
work, the basis of its form.

But (as Henry James indicated) there
are characters and characters in fiction;
we recognize some as of the centre and
others as of the circumference. Some are

characters in the Aristotelian sense
(i.e. detailed figures with their own
motives and capacity for distinctive
speech and independent action); some are
enabling aspects of story, minor figures,
stereotypes; there are some to whose
perceptions we give credence (from
poetic speakers to characters like Anne
Elliot in Persuasion) and some we
regard as a contextual society; some who
partake in and are changed in the action
(heroes, protagonists) and confidantes or
devices. Literature is dramatic as well
as personal; and the dramatic play of
characters in a sequence frequently
involves various levels of aesthetic
impersonality. Hence there are always
variables of closeness to and distance
from them (a fact which has enabled
much Shakespearean criticism). The com-
plex of impersonation, role and mask; the
complex of the personality and imperson-
ality of identity or of the dimensions of
the unconscious; the complex of that
spectrum running from character as sepa-
rate existence to character as qualities,
moral attributes: all of these have been
essential areas of exploration for drama,
poetry, fiction.

‘Character’ has perhaps been the most
mimetic term in the critical vocabulary,
and hence one of the most difficult to
contain within the fictional environment;
yet, it is an essential condition of fictional
existence that a character is so contained.
In this sense the representation of persons
in literature is a simultaneous process of
their humanization and their dehumaniza-
tion. See also DIALOGIC STRUCTURE, HERO,
NARRATIVE.

See Northrop Frye, Anatomy of
Criticism (1957); Erving Goffman, The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
(1959); Leo Lowenthal, Literature and the
Image of Man (1957); Ortega y Gasset,
The Dehumanisation of Art (1948).
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The concept of ‘character’ came under
attack for methodological and ideological
reasons in STRUCTURALIST and POST-
STRUCTURALIST theory. In the work of
Roland Barthes, for example, we find
‘character’ dispersed into the constitutive
‘indices’ or ‘semes’ of narrative dis-
course. See Barthes, ‘Introduction to the
structural analysis of narratives’ (1966),
trans. in Image-Music-Text (1977) and
S/Z (1970, trans. 1975). Representative of
a more radical critique of this humanistic
notion is Cixous, ‘The character of “char-
acter”’, New Literary History, 5 (1978).

See John V. Knapp, Literary Character
(1993); Robert Higbie, Character and
Structure in the English Novel (1989).

MSB

Chicago critics A group of critics,
literary scholars and philosophers who
came together first at the University of
Chicago in the mid-1930s; included
R. S. Crane, W. R. Keast, Richard
McKeon, Norman Maclean, Elder Olson
and Bernard Weinberg; are best known
through t