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xi Introduction

mensions which could not be conveniently handled in the narrative and
in part illustrations or problems (some of them comic) which the medi-
tative reader may enjoy placing for himself in relation to the themes of
the narrative. Passages following a given chapter may stand either in har-
mony with one another or in opposition, and in various relations to the
content of the chapter.

Quotations from Greek and Latin and from modern foreign lan-
guages appear for the most part in already available translations, which
are appropriately acknowledged. But here and there the authors have for
one reason or another attempted their own, perhaps rather free, transla-
tions. These appear for the most part without further advertisement.

This book would perhaps never have been begun except for a sug-
gestion made to the authors a few years back by two friends, George W.
Stewart and John Nerber. The authors wish to record their debt and
express their gratitude.

The whole work has been written by a method of fairly close col-
laboration not only in the general plan but in the execution of each part.
The authors have read and criticized each other’s work closely and re-
peatedly at various stages. The substantial responsibility for the chapters
is, however, to be divided as follows: Chapters 1-24, and 32, W. K. Wim-
satt, Jr.; Chapters 25-31, Cleanth Brooks.

The parts of the book by W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., owe an obvious large
debt to a Yale graduate English seminar, Theories of Poetry, inaugurated
many years ago by Albert S. Cook, and conducted subsequently by
F. A. Pottle and T. W. Copeland. To those founders, and especially to
F. A. Pottle, and to the students in the course since 1942 and to those in
its more recent undergraduate parallel, Introduction to Criticism, the
author makes a grateful acknowledgement.

Cleanth Brooks did part of his work on the book while holding a
Fellowship of The John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation. He
wishes to acknowledge the kindness of the Foundation and to express his
thanks.

For various kinds of assistance in research and preparation of type-
script, the authors express their thanks to Robert B. Brown, Richard J.
Browne, James Cook, Harold Cogger, Mrs. D. W. Gordon, John Oates,
Michael Pertschuk, Mrs. David Underdown, and Donald Wheeler.

A more or less pervasive debt in several chapters to a manuscript
book by H. M. McLuhan concerning the ancient war between dialec-
ticians and rhetoricians is here gratefully acknowledged and is under-
scored by the quotation, following Chapter 4, of two substantial excerpts
from published essays by Mr. McLuhan.

To their colleagues Bernard Knox, Maynard Mack, John Palmer,
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INTRODUCTION

prejudice against the kind of history writing which appears in this

book will have his mind changed by introductory apologetics. Still
some preliminary advertisement of aims may be only fair—and may even
be generally helpful to a receptive reading. The first principle on which
we would insist is that of continuity and intelligibility in the history of
literary argument. Plato has a bearing on Croce and Freud, and vice
versa. Or, all three of these theorists are engaged with a common reality
and hence engage one another through the medium of that reality and
either come to terms or disagree. Literary problems occur not just be-
cause history produces them, but because literature is a thing of such and
such a sort, showing such and such a relation to the rest of human ex-
perience. True, languages and cultures, times and places, differ widely.
The literary historian will always do well to nurse a certain skepticism
about the thoroughness with which he may be penetrating the secret
of his documents. But then he has to worry too about an opposite danger
of being merely and overly skeptical. There are techniques of caution
and neutrality which put the historian somewhat in the position of the
student who, having his difficulties with a Latin or German reading ex-
amination, is content to put down a translation that does not make sense.
He writes as if he is not convinced that the foreign language does make
sense. Our own notion of how to write a history of literary ideas is just
the opposite of that. The history is bound to be an interpretation, in part
even a translation. In part it will even be built on reasonable guesses. The
least it can do is make sense.

And that connects closely with a second of our main notions about
method; namely, that a history of literary ideas can scarcely escape being
written from a point of view. It seems to us that on a strictly neutral plan
there can be in fact no history of literary ideas at all, nor, for that matter,
any direct history of literature. At least not any history that hangs to-
gether. This book, we hope and believe, both grows out of and illustrates
and contributes to a certain distinct point of view. It is the history of one
kind of thinking about values, and hence it could not have been written
relativistically, or indifferently, or at random. It contains much praise and
blame, both implicit and explicit. There are even senses, complimentary
we believe, in which it could be called “polemic” or “argumentative.” It
is nevertheless, we contend, a true history. Call it An Argumentative
History of Literary Argument in the West.

The reader will now readily conceive yet another of our notions:
namely, that in a history of this sort the critical idea has priority over all

IT IS NOT LIKELY THAT A PERSON WHO ENTERTAINS EVEN A MODEST

vii
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ix Introduction

of differences—of levels, depressions, and eminences—of the difference
between Elizabethan England and Augustan Rome, of that between
Chaucer and Pope, and of that between Pope and Blackmore, Dryden
and Rymer.

The examples just mentioned invite allusion to one further method-
ological notion and one which is perhaps not very immediately entailed
by what we have so far been saying. We have finally to confess what may
seem to some of our more severely idealist friends a principle of distinct
impurity in our method. Our book is not a history of general aesthetics
(though a few quite limited excursions into the aesthetic ambient have
been ventured). On the other hand, it is not a history of literary techni-
calities or techniques, of prosody or grammar. Yet if we had had to make
a choice between a more markedly aesthetic direction and a more gram-
matical, it is the latter (in the full classical sense of the term “grammatical”)
which we should have chosen. That is, we have written a history of ideas
about verbal art and about its elucidation and criticism. The ultimate ob-
ject of our regard then, though seen at a remove, through the eyes of the
critic and the theorist of criticism, has been poetry or literature. So
much literary criticism and theory and so much of the best has been writ-
ten by the men of letters. Often, whether consciously or not, they have
written their general theories as a comment on their own best perform-
ances in poetry, and on the kinds of poetry which were most dear to
them. The theory, furthermore, has been both stated and exemplified by
the poems, and undoubtedly both poetry and theory have interacted in
several ways. To show that the history of literary theory has been no
more than a series of temporary explanations directed toward poetic
vogues of the moment and hence that the name of “poetry” enjoys only
a long record of equivocality, would be the final triumph of the neutrally
and pluralistically minded investigator. Such (need it be said?) has
scarcely been our aspiration. On the other hand, to show that through all
the ambiguous weave and dialectical play of the successive concrete sit-
uations which make the history of poems and theory, the sustaining truth
continues and may be discerned and its history written—this would seem
to be an appropriate enough goal for the historian who believes that he
has in fact a coherent, a real and unequivocal subject matter. To tell the
story pure, as a series of internally driven developments of ideas or pat-
terns of abstractly significant oppositions and resolutions, will have ad-
vantages for the philosopher. But to tell it more or less impurely, bring-
ing in the colors of the literary milieu and allowing critical episodes to
take shape out of the milieu, will have some advantages for the student of
literature. In a few sentences of the Epilogue which concludes this book
we have tried to sketch a view of how the several literary genre concep-
tions dominant in several ages—dramatic, epistolary, heroic, burlesque,
and lyric—will if studied carefu}ly open up not so many diverse views
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into multiplicity and chaos but so many complementary insights into
the one deeply rooted and perennial human truth which is the poetic
principle. .

As our chapter titles will suggest, the substance of the book includes
Greek and Roman classicism, Renaissance, Augustan, romantic, and Vic-
torian English criticism, and 2oth-century English and American. In ad-
dition, there are excursions or inter-chapters or sections of chapters deal-
ing with the Middle Ages and with main episodes in modern Italian,
French, German, and Russian criticism. The book tries to follow the
main lines of the critical heritage and then draw in the story toward the
end to the immediate arena of the modern English-speaking world.

Any history of any subject has to begin somewhere—a matter per-
haps of some embarrassment. Where it begins will be determined not
only by the availability of certain documents but by the views of the
author concerning the real nature of his subject. The present history
might have lingered longer near its beginning than it actually does with
certain proto-glimpses of literary critical consciousness in the Western
tradition—invocations by the early Greek poets Homer and Hesiod to
the Muses and assertions of an aim to teach or to charm, phrases of
some pith and relevance concerning craft and genius or the fate of man,
from early and all but lost lyric poets, from law-givers, dramatists, and
pre-Socratic philosophers. The history as it actually begins, in our first
chapter, plunges immediately, with only a few preliminary words, into
an early Platonic dialogue, the Ion. This is the earliest extant Western
writing that addresses itself deliberately, formally, and exclusively to the
general matter of literary criticism. Furthermore this dialogue treats the
topic of literary criticism in a way which the present writers conceive to
be the correct way—that is, by asking a difficult question about the kind of
knowledge which a criticism of a poem, or a poem itself, can lay claim to.
What does a poem say that is worth listening to? What does criticism say?
The entire course of literary theory and criticism, from the time of Plato
to the present, has in effect been occupied with producing more or less
acute versions of those questions and more or less accurate and telling
answers. Plato’s Jon is a thoroughgoing, radically naive, inquiry into the
nature of poetic composition as a department of verbal meaning and
power. It has also the advantage to the historian that it is a dialogue—
that is, its arguments are put not purely and schematically but in dra-
matic form. There are two speakers and at least two points of view. The
historian of critical ideas who takes such ideas in any degree tentatively,
yet seriously, could scarcely find himself beginning on more congenial

ground.

The supplementary passages which appear after most of the chapters
in the book are intended to supply in part historical and theoretical di-
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The parts of the book by W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., owe an obvious large
debt to a Yale graduate English seminar, Theories of Poetry, inaugurated
many years ago by Albert S. Cook, and conducted subsequently by
F. A. Pottle and T. W. Copeland. To those founders, and especially to
F. A. Pottle, and to the students in the course since 1942 and to those in
its more recent undergraduate parallel, Introduction to Criticism, the
author makes a grateful acknowledgement.

Cleanth Brooks did part of his work on the book while holding a
Fellowship of The John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation. He
wishes to acknowledge the kindness of the Foundation and to express his
thanks.

For various kinds of assistance in research and preparation of type-
script, the authors express their thanks to Robert B. Brown, Richard J.
Browne, James Cook, Harold Cogger, Mrs. D. W. Gordon, John Oates,
Michael Pertschuk, Mrs. David Underdown, and Donald Wheeler.

A more or less pervasive debt in several chapters to a manuscript
book by H. M. McLuhan concerning the ancient war between dialec-
ticians and rhetoricians is here gratefully acknowledged and is under-
scored by the quotation, following Chapter 4, of two substantial excerpts
from published essays by Mr. McLuhan.

To their colleagues Bernard Knox, Maynard Mack, John Palmer,
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John Smith, and René Wellek, the authors are indebted for reading and
criticism of various chapters in early drafts, and to Charles Feidelson,
Charles C. Walcutt, and Father Walter J. Ong, S.]., for various kinds of
critical advice. More than to any other single scholar, they are indebted
for general theoretical and historical help to René Wellek. Not only his
published but his yet unpublished works and his advice in conversation
have done much to promote the writing of the modern chapters.

To Margaret and Tinkum, for labors expert, various, and unremitting,
the authors join in affectionate expression of gratitude.

To Marshall Waingrow the authors owe special thanks for a skillful
reading of the entire page proof. Alfred Stiernotte made the index.

Two fairly extended passages of Chapter 32, the Epilogue, follow
an essay “Criticism Today: A Report from America,” published by
W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., in Essays in Criticism, VI (January, 1956), 1-21.
Our thanks are due to F. W. Bateson, the editor.

ANNOTATIONS AND SOURCES

This book is annotated lightly. The notes aim at giving a guide to
verifying our treatment of sources and a minimal clue to further reading.
Certain works which have general relevance for the whole book or for
major sections of it are brought together in the following list. At various
places in the annotation, some of these works are cited by abbreviated
titles or simply by names of their authors. The reader will easily under-
stand such references on consulting the list.

Meyer H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1953
Raymond M. Alden, ed., Critical Essays of the Early Nineteenth Century.
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921
J. W. H. Atkins, English Literary Criticism. 1, The Medieval Phase. Cam-
bridge: At the University Press, 1943; II, The Renascence. London:
Methuen & Co. 1947; III, The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries.
London: Methuen & Co., 1951
J. W. H. Atkins, Literary Criticism in Antiquity, vols. I and II. Cam-
bridge: At the University Press, 1934
Charles S. Baldwin, Ancient Rbetoric and Poetic. New York: The Mac-
millan Company, 1924
Medieval Rhbetoric and Poetic. New York: The Macmillan Company,
1928
Renaissance Literary Theory and Practice. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1939
Walter J. Bate, From Classic to Romantic, Premises of Taste in Eight-
eenth-Century England. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1946
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Walter J. Bate, ed., Criticism: The Major Texts. New York: Harcourt,
Brace and Company, 1948

Albert C. Baugh, 4 History of the English Language. New York: D. Ap-
pleton-Century Company, 1935

Albert C. Baugh et al., A Literary History of England. New York: Ap-
pleton-Century-Crofts, 1948

Bernard Bosanquet, A History of Aesthetic. London: Swan Sonnenschein
& Co.; New York: Macmillan & Co., 1892

Aisso Bosker, Literary Criticism in the Age of Jobmson. Groningen:
J. B. Wolters’ Uitgevers-Maatschappij, 1930; revised edition, 1953

René Bray, La Formation de la doctrine classique en France. Dijon:
Maurice Darantiere, 1927

Edgar de Bruyne, Etudes desthétique médiévale, vols. 1, 11, I1I. Brugge
(Belgi€): “De Tempel,” 1946

E. F. Carritt, Philosophies of Beauty from Socrates to Robert Bridges.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1931

Alexander F. B. Clark, Boileau and the French Classical Critics in England
(1660-1830). Paris: Librairie Ancienne Edouard Champion, 1925

Ronald S. Crane et al., Critics and Criticismt Ancient and Modern. Chi-
cago: The University of Chicago Press, 1952

Benedetto Croce, Aesthetic as Science of Expression and General Lin-
guistic, trans. Douglas Ainslie, 2nd ed. London: Macmillan and Co.,
1922

John F. D’Alton, Roman Literary Theory and Criticism. London and
New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1931

Willard H. Durham, ed., Critical Essays of the Eighteenth Century. New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1915

T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, Studies in the
Relation of Criticism to Poetry in England. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1933

Allan H. Gilbert, ed., Literary Criticism Plato to Dryden. New York:
American Book Company, 1940

Katharine E. Gilbert and Helmut Kuhn, 4 History of Esthetics. New
York: The Macmillan Company, 1939; Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1953

Theodore M. Greene, The Arts and the Art of Criticism, 2nd ed. Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1947

Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture, trans. Gilbert
Highet, vols. L, II, IIl. New York: Oxford University Press, 1939—44

Leah Jonas, The Divine Science, The Aesthetic of Some Representative
Seventeenth-Century Emnglish Poets. New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1940

Thomas Munro, The Arts and Their Interrelations. New York: The
Liberal Arts Press, 1949
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William V. O’Connor, An Age of Criticism 1900-1950. Chicago: Henry
Regnery Company, 1952

Melvin Rader, ed., 4 Modern Book of Esthetics, An Anthology. New
York: Henry Holt and Company, 1935, 1952

William Rhys Roberts, Greek Rbetoric and Literary Theory. New York:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1928

George Saintsbury, A4 History of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe,
vols. I, II, III, 4th ed. Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood &
Sons, 1949

Mark Schorer et al., eds., Criticism: The Foundations of Modern Literary
Judgment. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1948

Joseph T. Shipley, ed., Dictionary of World Literature: Criticism—F orms
—Technique. New York: The Philosophical Library, 1943

G. Gregory Smith, ed., Elizabetban Critical Essays, vols. I and II. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1937

James H. Smith and Edd W. Parks, eds., The Great Critics, An Anthol-
ogy of Literary Criticism. New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
1951

Joel E. Spingarn, ed., Critical Essays of the Seventeenth Century, vols.
I, II, III. Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1908—g

Joel E. Spingarn, A History of Literary Criticism in the Renaissance.
New York: Columbia University Press, 1899

Robert W. Stallman, Critiques and Essays in Criticism, 19201948, Rep-
resenting the Achievement of Modern British and American Critics.
New York: The Ronald Press Company, 1949

Alba H. Warren, Jr., English Poetic Theory, 1825-1865. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1950

René Wellek, A4 History of Modern Criticism: 1750-1950. 1, The Later
Eighteenth Century; 11, The Romantic Age. New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1955

René Wellek, The Rise of English Literary History. Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1941

René Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature. New York:
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1949

Morton D. Zabel, ed., Literary Opinion in America. New York: Har-
per & Brothers, 1951

Titles of learned and critical journals are sometimes abbreviated in the
notes, as follows:

AJP The American Journal of Philology

ELH ELH: A Journal of English Literary History
JEGp  The Journal of English and Germanic Philology
JHI Journal of the History of Ideas
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MLN  Modern Language Notes

MLQ  Modern Language Quarterly

MLR  The Modern Language Review

MP Modern Philology

PQ Philological Quarterly

SP Studies in Philology

PMLA Publications of the Modern Language Association of America
RES The Review of English Studies

TLS The Times Literary Supplement
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