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INTRODUCTORY NOTE

Broapiy speaking, we can say that a good literary critic,
when he is practising his ‘art’ - that is to say, when he is
committing his criticism to paper - is characteristically en-
gaged in doing two things, or one of two things: he gives us,
as completely and as clearly as he can, his considered
respounse to a writer, to a play, a novel, a poem, an essay,
and so can help us to a fuller enjoyment and understanding
of the experience in and behind the writing; or he reveals,
by examining a piece of writing in detail, the elementsin the
writing which combine to make its particular quality. In
practice, of course, these two activities usually go together: a
good critic, knowing that his account and evaluation of an
author must depend on the actual words written by the
author, supports his fundamental remarks and judgements
with pieces {however slight) ol examined text, the text out of
which his judgements rise. When we come across a hazy
account, in general terms, of an author or of a piece of
writing, we may conclude that a mediocre critic is at work,
and that he is probably approaching his author with some
degree of predisposition, perhaps with some admixture of
prejudice or favouritism. Very often such a critic would give
himself away if forced to analyse his author in detail. The
fact that his favouritism or prejudice may be unconscious
does not excuse his lack of critical discipline. A eritic shouid
be as fully conscious as possible of what he is doing.

The validity of this little book depends upon the belief
that the character of a writer’s whole achievement can only
be felt and assessed by responding sensitively to the way in
which he uses words, and that the capacity to make such a
response can be formed or greatly enhanced by a training in
literary criticism.

D. H. Lawrence says some excellent things about critics
and criticism:
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Literary criticism can be no more than a reasoned account of the
feeting produced upon the critic by the bocok he is criticizing.
Criticismn can never be a science: it is, in the first place, much too
personal, and in the second, it is concerned with values that science
ignores. The touch-stone is emotion, not reason. We judge a work
of art by its effect on our sincere and vital emotion, and nothing
else. All the critical wwiddle-twaddle about style and form, all
this pseudo-scientific classifying and analysing of books in an
imitation-botanical fashion, is mere impertinence and most dull
jargon.

A critic must be able to feel the impact of a work of art in all its
complexity and 1ts force. To do so, he must be a man of force and
compiexity himself, which few critics are. A man with a paliry,
impudent nature will never write anything but paltry, impudent
criticism. And a man who is emofionally educated is rare as a
phoenix. The more scholastically educated a man is generally, the
more he s an emotional boor.

More than this, even an artistically and emotionally educated
man must be a man of good faith. He must have the courage to
admit what he feels, as well as the flexibility 1o 4now what he feels.
So Sainte-Beuve remains, 16 me, a great critic. And a man like
Macaulay, brilliant as he is, is unsatisfactory, because he is not
honest. He is emotionally very alive, but he juggles his feelings. He
prefers a fine effect to the sincere statement of his aesthetic and
emotional reaction. He 15 quite intellectually capable of giving us
a true account of what he feels. But not morally. A critic must be
emotionally alive in every fibre, intellectually capable and skilful
in essential logic, and then moraliy very honest,

These statements of Lawrence are not given here for sim-
ple and wholesale swallowing. For instance, we must be
sure we know what he intends when he ‘opposes’ reason to
emotion, and what he means by ‘essential logic’. But the
passage will be found to bear much pondering, and it raises
radical issues with the insight and strength and certitude
that belong to a fine critic.

Side by side with it we may consider the following para~
graph by F. R. Leavis (he is discussing an American critic’s
belief that the intention of Henry James in his novels was
closely bound up with a certain philosophical system, that
in fact the writing of the novels depended largely on the
author’s having adopted that system) :
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But what I have toinsist on is that intention in the importantsense
can only be determined by the tests applied in literary criticism.
The analysis and judgement of works of literary art belong to the
literary critic, who s one in so far as he observes a disciplined
relevance in response, comment and determination of significance,
He is concerned with the work in front of him as something that
should contain within itself the reason why it is so and not other-
wise. The more experience - experience of life and literature to-
gether ~ he brings to bear on it the better, of course; and it is true
that extraneous information may make him more percipient. But
the business of critical intelligence will remain what it was: to
ensure relevance of response and to determine what is actually
there in the work of art. The critic will be especially wary how he
uses extraneous knowledge about the writer’s intentions. Inten-
tions are nothing in art except as realized, and the tests of realiza-
tion will remain what they were. They are applied in the operation
of the critic's sensibility; they are a matter of his sense, derived
from his literary experience, of what the living thing fecls like — of
the difference between that which has been willed and put there, or
represents no profound integration, and that which grows from a
deep centre of life. These tests may very well reveal that the deep
animating intention (if that is the right word) is something very
different from the intention the author would declare.

As with the Lawrence passage there are things here which
should be clarified by further discussion but which are out-
side our range of the moment: ‘profound integration’, for
example. But the gist of the passage, namely the emphasis
put on the necessity for the critic of attending firmly te the
‘work in front of himn’, is forcefully clear, and what the para-
graph says is relevant to the purpese of this book, making
due allowance for the more elementary nature of such a
boaok.

Now Lawrence is a great creative writer with his own
‘vision” of life and his own utterance; Leavis is ‘only’ a
superb literary critic. But creative writing and critical writ-
ing are not simple ‘opposites’, it 1s not a case of one being
‘positive’ and the other ‘negative’; though in saying that
either mode at its fullest may partake of something of the
other’s activity, we are by no means trying 1o equate two
very different activities; and the creative artist’s criticism is
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likely to be in some ways of a different kind from the
critic’s. The subject is too abstruse to be developed at length
here. But it can at least be pointed out that Lawrence the
creative artist was also a most sensitive and scrupulous
literary critic, and that Leavis the literary critic is ultimately
concerned with the vitality, the richness, the quality, of life
and living. It is significant that Leavis, so often attacked for
so-called pedantic analysis, has been one of the strongest
and most discriminating (and strong because discriminating)
upholders of Lawrence’s intense and abundantly-alive
genius.

Lawrence flays the kind of analysis that characteristically
deals with counting syllables and describing rhyme-schemes
and naming metres and stanza-forms. And it still seems
necessary to insist, after all the fine critical work of the past
twenty or thirty years, that real literary analysis has no
affinities with grammatical sentence-analysis. Its accuracy is
not that of classification. It is that of a delicate discernment
and assessment of the experience, of the “feit life’ (Henry
James’s phrase) in and behind the words that are being
examined. Those who misunderstand or fear literary analysis
tend to attack it for being ‘niggling’, or for ‘murdering to
dissect’, whereas the truth is that it helps to demonstrate the
wholeness of meaning, the total effect and significance of the
writing, And in doing this it adds immeasurably to the
pleasure as to the profit of reading.

If we take a characteristic passage from a work and find
it 1o be muddled in thought, then it is no use abstracting and
trusting to the ideas in that work; if a characteristic passage
is emotionally false or feeble, then we know it will be no use
going to the whole work to enhance our emotional experi-
ence. These are very elementary considerations; but some
people seem to think, in fact they will affirm, that a book can
be valuable as hierature even if its actual writing is weak or
bad. They will give contents and writing separate treatment.
Comments like the following — this one is taken from a
newspaper — are frequent in reviews: “This is a book that is
full of the wisdom of the English countryside, of humanity
and humour, and of writing that could scarcely be bet-
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tered.” Tt is plain that the critic who wrote this, isclating
certain gualities that he claims for his author, separating
them off from the actual writing, has an inadequate concep-
tion of literature; his praise is in fact worthless, for if the
writing were poor the wisdom and so on wouldn’t be there.
(‘Full of the wisdom of the English countryside’ is ambiguous:
it could refer to the ‘traditional” wisdom of country folk. But

from the way the whole sentence is worded it seems certain
that he s claiming for his author the great and vare quality
of wisdom along with the humanity and hunour.)

Writers are al] too often ndqea by their explicit content.
For instance: a ‘left-wing’ critic champions Shelley for his
revolutionary doctrines; a ‘right-wing’ critic champilons
Tennyson for his nationalisim; another critic champions
Milton for his explicit moral or religious beliefs. Such eritics
are supporting their poets because they find in them support
for their own beliefs or opinions (‘hough they might not be
ready to admit this) ; they are not sufficiently concerned with
the ‘sensibility” of the poets, their way of experiencing and
expressing life, as revealed in the way they use words; they
miss the reality of their authors. Sincere analysis would re-
veal disconcerting flaws in their idols” supposed strengths; it
would cause a painful revision of opiniens. Incidentally, it
might also reveal excellences previously unrecognized. Mr
Leavis’s paragraph aboui ‘relevance of response’ seems to
me to state admirably the central point in literary eriticisim:
itis in the words of the writer, in his choice and ordering and
organization of language, that his worth shows itself; as a
literary artist expressing experiences worth our deepest
attention, he matters there or notatall. When Bernard Shaw,
writing about Othello in 1897, said “To the brain it is
ridiculous, to the ear it is sublime’ {and he was echoed in
1945 by Mr Godfrey Tearle, playing the name-part), he was
approaching literature in a manner characteristic of many
rationalists: that is to say, he split the play into two ele-
ments, one of ‘content’ and one of ‘poetry’, in particular,
poetry as it appeals by its sound only. Such a reading betrays
failure to grasp what Shakespeave intended and what he
achieved in the play. Most of Shaw’s criteism of Shake.
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speare depends upon his separation of content from what he
usually calls rhetoric, and his judging of each in separation.
One of the main endeavours of this book will be to show that
good writing is never a matter of embellishing unimportant
or paltry content with a ‘fine style’,

A critic has to be careful not to use the ‘jargon’ of
criticism thoughtlessly. It is easy to collect a few words like
‘sensibility’, ‘awareness’, ‘consciousness’, and to make a
show of adequacy with them. And vet we must have some
such terms for practical use, to make discussion possible. The
good critic will use them carefully and honestly. It will not
be out of place to refer here to one or two of the current
critical terms, especially as their meaning differs in some
cases considerably from that which the same word bears in
common use. ‘Subtle’, for instance, has not in criticism the
commonly understood meaning of ‘consciously calculating’,
but implies something sensitively delicate, delicate in the
sense of the opposite of crude; the word ‘precise’, which
in everyday use tends to be connected, often derogatorily,
with a formal exactitude, is in criticisin used as an ‘approv-
ing’ term for shades of emotion as well as for clarity of
thought; ‘profound’ is the antithesis of ‘shallow’ as applied
1o emotion or intellect or to both working twgether;
‘sophisticated’ is not ‘knowingly up-to-date’ but implies in
criticism the antithesis of ‘naive’. The critic then, especially
when he is being explicitly educative, has to have recourse
to some set of terms; ‘jargon’ can’t be avoided. But he will
see to it, when he uses one of the ‘accepted’” words, that he
has belore him the occasion for its use in the writing of the
author whom he is helping to reveal; the ‘critical” word mat-
ters only because it helps to reveal the author. It may be
useful, valuable, to say that a ‘sophisticated’ mind is at work
in Marvell’s poetry; and in some circumstances of discussion
the remark may not need enlarging upon. But the essenfial
task of the critic is to discover, to uncover {or us, those particu-
lar qualities and that particular working of the mind which
justify the use of the adjective. He must show the ‘“sophisti-
cated” mind in all i1ts interesting activity.

A knowledge of the terms used in critical practice has in
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itself nothing to do with keenly and freshly responding to a
piece of writing. But, conversely, neither does a rigorous
training in literary criticism inhibit a fresh and spentane-
ous response. On the contrary, the better trained we are the
more truly and swiftly and pleasurably shall we appreciate
and spontaneously evaluate what our author is offering us.
And the more we are aware of the particular thing the
author is offering, the better it is for our own intellectual and
emotional growth. For the moment the claims of these state-
ments must remain simply as claims; it is hoped that ade-
quate justification for them will be felt later in the book.

The method of this book was decided on for the purpose
of making demonstration as clear as possible. A good piece
of writing, in fact any piece of writing, can be said to be a
fusion of elements, and to abstract one element, rhythm for
example, or imagery, and to discuss it in comparative isola-
tion, can only be justified on the grounds indicated in our
previous sentence. However, a more comprehensive analysis
of the pieces quoted in the ‘sections’ can be made if desired,
as well as of the twenty or so passages given later.

Many of the examined passages are excerpts; but I have
tried to ensure in every case that the selection should be
characteristic, in one way or another, of the author, and
have aimed at avoiding passages the criticism of which
would depend to a considerable extent on its context,
Especially in the criticistn of a passage from a play or a
novel we must feel sure about the author’s intention: for it
may be very different from that which a superficial reading
might suggest. To give a clear example: it is irrelevant to
charge Shakespeare with bombast when we are reading or
listening to some of Othello’s speeches; for the bombast is
consciously used, and Shakespeare shows himself to be, by
the whole meaning of the play taking in action and dialogue,
the finest critic of his ‘hero’s’ inflations.

Although the selecied passages are characteristic of some
salient features of their author, no inclusive judgement of
any author is intended unless it is actually stated. This book
by its intention comes almost entirely into the second cate-
gory of the critic’s work as given at the beginning of this
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note, and fundamental judgements and appraisals of an
author’s whole @uvre are outside its scope: we can feel by
contact with a single paragraph how fine Conrad can be,
but we cannot say we ‘know’ Conrad until we have grasped
the novels as wholes.

The aims of our several Sections can be briefly set out: the
first, on Rhythm, points out the difference between a
rhythm that is expressive, that has a positive and meaning-
ful and subtle function, and a rhythm that has been adopted
mainly or solely for its surface ‘musical’ value; and the
second section’s aim is similar in that it examines some ways
in which Rhyme is really #sed and some rhyme which is
weak or bad. Section three is chiefly concerned with the
aptness, the vividness, the suggestiveness of Imagery; again,
an expressive use as against an ornamental device. The
Poetic Thought section endeavours to distinguish between
the statement of ‘thoughts’ or ideas and the nature of the
thought that we call *poetic’; the umplications of ‘poetic’ are
shown to involve feeling and the senses. The gist of the next
section 1s the distinction between emotion and emoticnal-
ism, and there is discussion of ‘implicit’ feeling in language.
The Diction section deals with the general ‘superiority’ of
the concrete to the abstract word, and with ‘poetic diction’
and with the use in poetry of the language spoken in the
poet’s own day. The final section gives an opportunity of
comparing and appraising a number of passages in verse
and prose.

Teachers have their own ways of using text-books. With
the present one, I myself cannot see a better course than to
go through 1t page by page with the pupils. If time doesn’t
allow of this, and pupils have to read some or much of it by
themselves, there can still follow plentiful discussion in the
classroom. That is the essential thing, wherever it is possible:
discussion. Close and detailed discussion whether between
two or twenty people cannot be anything but profitable. Tn
the second of the epigraphs to this book, Henry James was
addressing voung novelists; but his words are perfectly ap-
plicable to reading. James is onc of those who have insisted
that our best way of being ‘generous’ to a writer is to come
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by ‘delicate’ reading to a full appreciation of what he has
written.

I believe that most of what may be found valuable in this
book derives from the work of F. R. Leavis in modern liter-
ary criticissn. Other ‘influences’ there are too, of course:
Mr T. 5. Eliot, Mr Middleton Murry, Mr I. A, Richards,
Mr William Empson, and others. By giving our attention to
the criticism of the best critics (ultimately to their best
criticism), we can help ourselves to become good, full
readers. And the ability to read is a great thing to have;
especially in these times when such a quantity of printis
expended on such a variety of purposes.
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