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Foreword

NORTHROP FRYE IN RETROSPECT

The publication of Northrop Frye’s Notebooks troubled some of his
old admirers, myself included. One unfortunate passage gave us
Frye’s affirmation that he alone, of all modern critics, possessed
genius. I think of Kenneth Burke and of William Empson; were
they less gifted than Frye? Or were George Wilson Knight or Ernst
Robert Curtius less original and creative than the Canadian master?
And yet I share Frye's sympathy for what our current “cultural”
polemicists dismiss as the “romantic ideology of genius.” In that
supposed ideology, there is a transcendental realm, but we are
alienated from it. The genius is a person at least more open to that
transcendence than most of us are.

Historicists assert that genius is only an eighteenth-century idea,
in which the saint and the hero were replaced, as they were by
Goethe, widely renowned as “the genius of happiness and astonish-
ment.” There had been at least three earlier meanings of genius:
one’s attendant spirit or natural endowment or aspiration. Frye’s
declaration of genius prompts me to an impish archaism: was this
Magus of the North attended by a spirit? It seems likelier thst Frye,
a formidable ironist, would refer to his aspiration, more even than
to his natural endowment.

I fell in love with Frye’s Fearful Symmetry, his study of William
Blake, when it was published in 1947, my freshman year at Cornell.
I purchased the book and read it to pieces, until it was a part of me.
A decade later, when Anatomy of Criticism was published, I became
one of its first reviewers. I am not so fond of the Anatorny now, as |
was more than forty years ago, but I probably absorbed it in ways I
no longer can apprehend. In later years, whenever I lectured at
Toronto, Frye would introduce me with considerable polemical fer-
vor, making clear that his Methodist Platonism was very different
from my Jewish Gnosticism. I place this upon record, since I have
come to praise Frye in this foreword, though with a certain ambiva-
lence. Frye disliked the idea of an anxiety of influence, and told me
that whether a later writer experienced such an affect was due en-
tirely to temperament and circumstances. When I replied that influ-
ence anxiety was not an affect in a person, but the relation of one
literary work to another, and so the result, rather than the cause, of
a strong misreading, my heroic precursor’stopped listening. He had
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formulated a Myth of Concern, his version of Shelley’s notion that
imaginative literature was one vast poem with many authors, and so
the matter was settled. Borges, going beyond Shelley, suggested that
all authors were one author anyway, named Shakespeare. As extrerne
literary Idealism, that is extravagant enough for me to accept (some-
times) more readily than I can entertain Frye’s Myth of Concern.

Frye began as a rebel against the Formalist schools of criticism
that dominated Anglo-American academies in the 19405 and 1950s:
the Aristotle-influenced theorists of Chicago, and the more practical
New Critics of T. S. Eliot’s various persuasions, including his High
Church Neo-Christianity. As a young scholar starting to teach at
Yale in the mid-fifties, I welcomed Frye as a sage who, unlike most
of the Yale faculty in literary study, did not believe that T. S. Eliot
was Christ’s vicar upon earth. All this is now quaint: Frye and his
opponents have been folded together, as antique Modernists inun-
dated by the counter-cultural flood of feminists, queer theorists, sub-
Marxists, semioticians, and the ambitious disciples of Foucault,
Lacan, Derrida, and other Parisian prophets. Aesthetic and other
cognitive values doubtless still exist, but not in the universities,
where the new multiculturalists denounce the aesthetic as a colo-
nialist and patriarchal mask. Poetry, demystified, has been leveled.
Elizabeth Barrett Browning is taught more frequently than Robert
Browning, and Charlotte Armstrong has obscured William Words-
worth. As we tumn into the new century, I wonder if I should sum-
mon up Frye at a séance, to ask him if he still feels that overt value
judgments have no place in criticism? What would he say when
told that Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, and Lady
Mary Chudleigh have usurped the eminence of John Milton and
Andrew Marvell? His high sense of irony doubtless would sustain
him, even when informed that Shakespeare’s plays were shaped, not
by a highly individual imagination, but by the same “social ener-
gies” that molded the dramas of George Chapman and Philip Mas-
singer. All this will pass (not soon enough) and the study of genius
will return, though doubtless in modes unknown to Frye, or to me.
Anatomy of Criticism, in this year 2000, is not much of a guide to
our current wilderness; yet, what is?

Frye, setting aside the question of his genius, moves me still be-
cause his blend of Protestant Dissent and Platonism is securely al-
lied to what remains strongest in our poetic tradition. I am well
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