
pRELIMINARY PROBLEMS

F I R S T P R O B L E M

Js11 POSSIBLE t0 say that Poem A (one of Donne?s Holy Son-
gis, of ONE of thepoemso f Jonson or o f Shakespeare) is better
shan Poem B (Collins? Ode to Evening) or vice versa?

If not, is it possible to say that either of these is better than

Poen C (The Cremation of Sam Magee, or something com-

parable)?

If the answer is no in both cases, then any poem is as good as

any other. I f this is true, then all poetry is worthless; but this

obviously is not true, for i t is contrary to all our experience.

If the answer is yes in both cases, then there follows the ques-
tion of whether the answer implies merely that one poem is better
than another for the speaker, or whether it means that one poem
is intrinsically better than another. I f the former, then we are

impressionists, which is to say relativists; and are either mystics of
the type of Emerson, or hedonists of the type of Stevens and
Ransom. I f the latter, then we assume that constant principles

govern the poetic experience, and that the poem (as likewise the
judge) must be judged in relationship to those principles. I t is
important, therefore, to discover the consequences of assuming

each of these positions.
If our answer to the first question 3 no and to the second yes,

then we are asserting that we can distinguish between those

Poems which are of the canon and those which are not, Dut
that within the canon all judgment is impossible. ?This view, 1

. : : ?Jation, for on the face of it, it
adopted, wi l l require seriouselucidation, a n t deny that
Appears inexplicable. On the other hand, one ca 6 1



ment will become more difficult, fo; the

8 be to the highest degrees of excellence
P s hoose between them. T w o poem, .?
it will be to ¢ » in

theharder be so excellent that there would be small Proft jn

fact, mig! to say that one wasbetter, but one could arrive a
end e e eleion only after a careful examination of both.
this co

within the canon jud

nearer two poems may

S E C O N D P R O B L E M

If we accept the view that one poem eanp e regarded as better

than another, the question then arises whet er t h i s Judgmen,

is a matter of inexplicable intuition, or whether it is a question,

of intuition that can be explained, and consequently Buided ang

improved by rational elucidation. . |

I f we accept the view that the judgment in question is ing,
plicable, then we are again forced to confess ourselves ;

sionists and relativists, unless we can show that the intuitions of

all men agree at all times, or that the intuitions of one man are

invariably right and those of all others wrong wheneverthey

differ. We obviously can demonstrate neither of theseProposi.

tions.

If we start, then, with the proposition that one poem may be

intrinsically superior to another, we are forced to account for

differences of opinion regarding it. I f two critics differ, it ispos:

sible that one is right and the other wrong, more likely that both

are partly right and partly wrong, but in different respects:

neither the native gifts nor the education of any man have ever

been wholly adequate to many of the critical problems he will

encounter, and no two men are ever the same in these respects

or in any others. On the other hand, although the critic should

display reasonable humility and caution, it is only fair to add that

few men possess either the talent or the education to justify thei

being taken very seriously, even of those who are nominally pr
fessional students of these matters.

But i f it is possible by rational elucidation to give @more *
less clear account of what one finds in a poem and why on
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jisapptoves: then communicat ion betyy
Ww

, cen two
«oh nO doubt imperfect, becomes possible, and it be.

P h o 7

Tg, thoUs hat they may in some measure correct eac 7
at sible t others
? a t r i ca come more near to a t rue j u d g m e n t of the poem.

a

:

T H I R D P R O B L E M

onal c o m m u n i c a t i o n a b o u t p o e t r y is t o t a k e p l a c e
>

fa vy first t0 determine what we mean by a poem.
poem is first of all a statement in words.

if
i t is

put it differs from all such statements of a purely philosoph-

al of theoretical nature, in that it has by intention a controlled
content of feeling. In this respect, it does not differ from many
works written in prose, however.

\ poem differs from a work written in prose by virtue of its
being composed in verse. The thythm of verse permits the ex-

pression of more powerful feeling than is possible in prose when
wich feeling is needed, and it permits at all times the expression
of fner shades of feeling.

A poem, then, is a statement in words in which special pains
are taken with the expression of feeling. This description is

merely intended to distinguish the poem from other kinds of
writing; it is not offered as a complete description.

F O U R T H P R O B L E M

What, however, are words? ,

They are audible sounds, or their visual symbols, inventetl
by man to communicate his thoughts and feelings. Each word
has a conceptual content, however slight; each word, exclusive:

pethaps, of the particles, communicates vague associations ©

feeling.
The word fire communicates a concepts also oan which

vaguely certain feelings, depending on the con er h e r we

we happen to place it?depending, for example,



ore and more precise as we
rendered more

These feelingsex t sore and more vecise; as we come More and

r e n d 3 Jeting andperfect ing our poem.

more
F I F T H p R O B L E M

to prose, Pay® especial attentio,
ared

¢ the poem, a5 comp .But i f the P t o assume that the rat ional con ten t o f the poem

t to its success be eli a geliminated trom .e w o r d s : Con.

not
; imitional content cannot be el minated from poetry,

It is there. I f it is unsatisfactory in itself, a part of the poem is yp.

satisfactory; the poem is thus damaged beyond argument: If we

deny this, we must surely explain ourselves very fully.
If we admit this, we are faced with another problem: is it ¢

ceivable that rational content and feeling-content mayboth by

erfect, and yet that they may be unrelated to each other, o rj
perfectly relate «6 inconceivable, because the emsd? To me this 1

tional content of words is generated by our experience with th
conceptual conte Cnt, so that a relationship is necessary.

This fact of the necessity of such relationship may fairly
turn us for a moment to the original question: whether . te.

fection of rational content damages the entire poem If there i ,
necessary relationship between concept and feeling, and voneen

is unsatisfactory, ?ptthen feeling must be damaged byw
relationship:} 8 y way of the

sequently the ra

S I X T H P R O B L E M

If there is a relationship between concept and feeling, what is

the nature of that relationship?
To answer this, let us return to the basic unit, the word. The

concept represented by the word, motivates the feeling whic

the word communicates. It is the concept of fire which generates

the feelings communicated by the word, though the soundof thé

word may modify these feelings very subtly, as may other a¢¢t

ental qualities, especially if the word be used skillfully in®
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xt.
The a c c i d e n t a l q u a l i t i e s o f a w o r d , h o w e

o n ? aor , £0F e x a m p l e , c a n o n l y m o d i f y , ¢
a ] . WS > ?

ait a

Ver, such

Yah ANH essen,
s i e n for these will be governed u ?mately by the con:

Pi chang? fre will seldom be used to signify
isia os Plin-blossom,

| a e have few opportunit ics to gather Connotations f ron

al " t , plun-blossome s re relationship, in the poem, be.

h e sional staternent and feeling, is thus seen to be that of
ve to emotion.

SEVENTH PROBLEM

iz has not thisreasoning Prought us back to the Proposition
sat all poems aree q n s 'y good: For if each word Motivates its
own feeling,because of its intrinsic nature, will not any rational

garement, since it is composed of words, Motivate the feeling
exactly proper to it? .

This is not true, for a good many reasons, of which I shall

enumerate only a few of the more obvious. In makinga rational
satement, in purcly theoretical prose, we find that our state.

ment may be loose or exact, depending upon the relationships of
the words to each other. The precision of a word depends to some

extent upon its surroundings. This is true likewise with respect
to the connotations of words. Two words, each of which -has

several usably close rational synonyms, may reinforce and clarify
each other with respect to their connotations or they may -not
do so.

Let me illustrate with a simple example from Browning's
Serenade at the Villa:

So wore night; the East was gray,

White the broad-faced hemlock flowers.

The lines are marred by a crowding of longsyltanies an

consonants, but they have great beauty in spite oF che relation-

I wish to point out, for the sake of my r h e verb wore means

ship between the words wore ane e y vith it connotations
literally that the night passed,
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hich belong ' the condition of
color which we associatew i t h such,

a condition. the phrase to read: ?Thus nigh |

hall have the same rational meaning, and a met
but no trace of the power of the line: th

connotat ion i l l be lost, and the connotat ion ofgray wail

remain merely in f ineffect ive po ten t ia l i t y . T h e
?ang his feeling mirrored in the landscape h e

?ng his feeling falsely, for we know his gene

from the poem as 4 whole; he is expressing a potion
otivated by the total situation through a more oi .

hological phenomenon. I f the poem were sy:
why the night wore instead :d id not k n o w

ve just cause for comp la i n t ; in fact, m, ?Ostof
ord would probably be lost. The second|
fects, immediately with reference ¢ ling

ce to the theme; I leave the e e
ill scarcely succeed with

ion and attrition w

rotagonist; and grayness is 8
prone I f we change

motive
the feeling m
common p s y
however, that we

passed, we should ha
the strength of the w

contains other fine e

first line,u l t i m a t e l y w i th referen

to analyze them for himself , bu t he w

the whole poem before him.
Concepts, as represented by particular words, are affecte l by

connotations due to various and curious accidents. A word
gather connotations from its use in folk-poetry, in formal a
in vulgar speech, or in technical prose: a single conce e e

d by four words wi th these distinctc i s e
easily be represente
and any one of the words might prove to be proper in ag i ven

tic context. Words gain connotation from ical acc
dents. Something of this may be seen in the S a l k nad

rage, i n which is commonly felt, in all likelihood, something

associated with rage, although there is no ragewhatever in the

orginal word. Similarly the word urchin, in modern English

? o m connotes anything related to hedgehogs, or to the familias

¥ ewitches, by whose intervention the word arrived at

modern meaning and feeling. Yet the connotation prop!to any

Mes in the history of such a word might be resuscitated,

end of connotations effected, by skillful use. Further, theo

notation of a word may be modified verv strongly by its Funct



? structure, & matter which I shall
_, the e n n with the theories of Ransom.
r pect o u h to show that exact motivation of feeling b

i s i s °a t n h e r e n t i n a n y r a t i o n a l s t a t e m e n t ] A n v r a t t y ;

o t o s ma govern the general possibilities of feel ing deriv

men it, but the task of the poet is to adjustfeel ing to motive

discuss
Cuss at length

1

spel He has to select words containing not ] .

esi) 35 within themselves, but the right rele the right
itionshIPS . . ght re ationships to

fe* othe The task is very difficult; and this is no doubt the

o n why the great poetry of a great poet is likely to be very

a l i n bulk)

E I G H T H P R O B L E M

Js it not possible, however, to escape from this relationship of
motive to emotion by confining ourselves very largely to those
words which denote emotion: love, envy, anger, and thelike?

This is not possible, for these words, like others, represent

concepts. If we should confine ourselves strictly to such a vocabu-
lary, We should merely write didactic poetry : poetry about love

in general, or about anger in general. The emotion communi-
cated would result from our apprehension of the ideas in ques-

tion. Such poetry is perfectly legitimate, but it is only one kind of
poetry, and it is scarcely the kind which the Romantic theorist

is endeavoring to define.
Such poetry has frequently been rendered particular by the

use of allegory. The playful allegorizing of minor amoristic
themes which one encounters in the Renaissance and which
is possibly descended from certain neo-Platonic elements in
medieval poetry may serve as ?lustration. Let us consider these

and the subsequent lines by Thomas Lodge:

Love in my bosom like a bee

Doth suck his sweet;
Now with his wings he plays with me,

N o w with his feet.
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neral idea and m i g h t i n c l u d e m a n y k i

Love itself is @ v e r y FO timited by this allegory to the seny,
of experiences the is t we still have an idea, the subdivision of

mental and sensua 4t h e feeling mustbe appropriate to theCon.

the original idea, an rendered concrete by the image of Cupi
cept. Theconcep nen are rendered visible by comparison to th

whose mare actions which make the poem a kind of antig; .
bee: itv e Son on more or less sensual l o v e (a meditationwhich
tory m irom of expression keeps the subject in its properPlace
by its nee non °ne. |Sometimes the emphasis is on the mer
feseription of the bee, sometimes on the description of Cy ;

sometimes on the lover'sfeeling; but the feeling motivated in an

passage is governed by this emphasis. The elements, once the

are united in the poem, are never really separated, of Course.

so far as the poet departs from his substantial theme in the ditec

tion of mere bees and flowers, he wil l achieve what Ransom a
irrelevance; but i f there is much of this the poem wil lb e Weak

ened. Whether he so departs or not, the relation of motive .

emotion must remain the same, with in each passage. I havet e
cussed this problem in my essay on Ransom. "

( A common romantic practice is to use words deno
tions, but to use them loosely and violently, as i f the ve
ness expressed emotion. Another is to make a general
but seem to refer it to a particular occasion, which, however;
never indicated: the poet thus seems to avoid the didactic the

is not forced to understand the particular motive:Bo th ther

faults may be seen in these lines from Shelley:

t i n g emo-

TY Careless.

Statement,

Out of the day and night
A joy has taken flight;

Fresh spring, and summer, and winter hoar,

Move my faint heart with grief, but with delight

No more?oh, never more.

The poet?s j ion ;
poet's intention is so vague, however, that he achieves noth

ns b u t stereotypes of a very crude kind.
3



atics often tried other devices. For exam
: .

0 ?rt > i 7

pre Bore to write a poem on fear in general, bu
\d egsure the effect of the purely didactic }

m

ple, it

{to avoid

\ illustrating
long the way w i t h various experiences Which n igh t

o
erely g danger,

m, and that the

vgoin on a
wo

e e r reat. Thete is 8 danger here, though it is m

n e neral idea may not dominate the poe

rt apart into a grou
th may thusfa l l P Broupo f poems on particular €x-
pon There is the alternative danger, th. at the attiie particular
Pity of the experiences may be so subordinated to the illustra

yo xperiences ithi . ; ;
q «function of the exp , that within eachillustration there
tiv d and

ely a stereot and not a req . .

is metely a yet ins? relationship of motive ?to

feeling: this occurs in Collins? Ode to Fear, though a few line
. . S

T ? +

in the Epode come su prisingly to life. But the methods which]
have just described really offer no semblance of
whe theory of motivation which I am defending.

Another Romantic device, i f it is conscious enough to be called
2 device, is to offer instead of a defensible motive a false one

. . ° . ,usuallycu l led from landscape. This kind of writing represents a

tacit admission of the principle of motivation which | am defend-

ing, but a bad application of the principle. I t results in the kind

of writing which I have called pseudo-reference in my volume,

Primitivism and Decadence. One cannot believe, for example,

that Wordsworth?s passions were charmed away by a look at the

daffodils, or that Shelley's were aroused by the sight of the leaves

blown about in the autumn wind. A motive is offered, and the

poet wants us to accept it, but we recognize it as inadequate. In
such a poem there may be fragments of good description, which
motivate a feeling more or less purely appropriate to the objects

described, and these fragments may sustain our likingr e a
poem: this happens in Collins? Ode to Evening; but one wi

?nd of emotion essentially irrelevant to
also an account of some kind of em . more or less €x-

. , m
the objects described, along with t e O e
plicit, to deduce the emotion from the objéct.

; American Experiment he.

French Symbolists o h the rational content of language while

of trying to extingu 369

an escape from



. content o f association. This ine

smitivism and Decadence, and| shal} a. | hay
?ny Primutivism a Shall dig Wve

cussed in SCtuse .

§ hin this book. "
" R a n

N I N T H P R O B L E M

The relationship in the poem of rational Meaning to lee
have seen to be that of motive to emotion: and we

this must be a satisfactory relationship. How do we i

whether such a relationship is satisfactory? We determing i t ?

an act of moral judgment, The a her sh then arises Whethe

moral judgments can be made, whether the concept of moral,
is or is not an illusion. - ;

If morality can be considered real, if a theory of moralit

he said to derive from reality, it is because it guides us toward the

greatest happiness which the accidents of life permit: that i

toward the fullest realization of our nature, in the Aristotelian or

Thomistic sense.|But is there such a thing, abstractly considered,
as full realization of our nature?

To avoid discussion of too great length. Jet us consider the

opposite question: is there such a thing as obviously unfulfilled
human nature? Obviously there is. We need only turn to the

feeble-minded, who cannot think. and

with any clarity; or to the insane,

feel with great intensity,

B ite

have Seen tf

tt
C t e r .

V can

so cannot perceive or {eel

who sometimes perceive and

but whose feelings and perceptions are

so improperly motivated that they are classed as illusions. At

slightly higher levels, the criminal, the dissolute, the unscrupu-
lously selfish, and various types of neurotics are likely to arouse

but little disagreement as examples, ,

Now if we are able to recognize the fact of insanity?if in fact

we are forced to recognize it?that is, the fact of the obvious mal-

sibility o f mong ei e dine We areforced to admit the pos-

of absolutely Justment, and, by necessary sequence,
? ustment, even though we admi t the

likelihood that s e n 24)
ikelih

ood that most eople will attain to a final adjustment but

S toward such an

v e r y s e l d o m i n d
e e d . e c a n .

u i d e o u r s e l y3 7 0 8 e



ment in life. e e k heory and the

Jere iono f S jal in » Dut the nal act o f
o y jife and art a unique act?i t Is a relationshi

the rational understanding and the fe

., classificatory and of which the other

of variation.

; Critical
yudement is

Pbe tween two

cl ing. of which

has inf in i te pos.
in t s .
e l em e

e
onl?

xipilite>

TENTH PROBLEM

f the final ac t o f adjustment ls a unique act of judgment: ca
we BY that it is more or less right, provided it is demonstrably

i th in the general limits prescribed by the theory of moralj ,
which has led to it? The answer to this question is im hich ty
what has preceded; in fact the answer resembles exactly t h a
reached at the end of the first problem examined. We ~ ma :
that it is more OF less nearly right. I f extreme deviationfrom righ
judgment 1s obvious, then there is such a thing as right jud ?me

?The mere fact that life may be conducted in a fairly catisfactan

manner, by means of inaccurate judgment within certainl imite
and that few people ever bother to refine their judgmentbevond

the stage which enables them to remain largely within those

limits, does not mean that accurate judgment has no reality. Im-

plicit in all that has preceded is the concept that in anymoral
ituation, there is a right judgment as an ultimate possibility; that

the human judge, or actor, will approximate it more or less nearly;
that the closeness of his approximation will depend upon the

accuracy of his rational understanding and of his intuition, and

upon the accuracy of their interaction upon each other.

E L E V E N T H P R O B L E M

Nothing has thus far been said about human action, yet mora
, sete

is supposed to guide human action. And if art is moral, the

should be a relationship between art and human action.

The moral judgment, whether good, bad, of indifferent, is



f u l l y ?ate l l igent ly oF o the rw ise , One arr ives gy .
. ? °. . . ? Th \

. } 2 situ x a .eeneral idea o f a s i tua t ion c i l l i n g fo r ac t ion , and O n ing

> one?s fec l ing : the aet results. T h e par t p layed h..¢% ny.

vates ? n j ? V wil Mg;

u d y m e n t and act, t he possibil i ty ?
lack of it. between J act tha

may be frustrated by sume cunstitutional or habitual . Wtigg

. as cowardice or a tendency to anger i , Nee
€ ?or tendency, such

son of a fine spect
rreauise On ethics or ]

the consideration of the

best fo rm and eypressivn 1n poe t r y
. . ? ? . ? Cc Nn before : ce? ;

one docs not, as a rule, w r i t e a poc l i c t i ng : one makes?

more rapid and simple judgment. But if the poem dogg te
. ; + it doe

individually lead to a particular act, it does not prevent action I

gives us a better way ot judging representative Acts than ire

should otherwise have. [i is thus a civilizing influence: it traing

our power of judgment, and should, I imagine, affect the quality

of daily judgments and actions.

lat ive or poc t i c j u d g m e n t , are subicens e t

s v c h o l o g y ; a treatise On poctry stop lor
° . . oS Sua:

specu la t ive j u d g m e n t , w h i c h rein , With
6 CS .

I n the s i tuat ions of Its
7 ? of daily 1;

ylife

T W E L F T H P R O B L E M

What, then, is the nature of the critical process?

It will consist (1) of the statement of such historical or bio-

graphical knowledge as may be necessary in order to understand
the mind and method of the writer; (2 ) of such analysis of his

literary theories as we may need to understand and evaluate what

he is doing; (3) of a rational critique of the paraphrasable con-

tent (roughly, the motive) of the poem; (4 ) of a rational critique

of the feeling motivated?that is, of the details of style, as seen

in language and technique; and (5 ) of the final act of judgment,

a hades act, the general nature of which can be indicated, but
wi ich cannot be communicated precisely, since it consists 1n T

ceiving from the poet his own final and unique judgment of his
matter and in judging that jud . I

' i h ging judgment. It should be noted that the

purpose of the first e u r Processes is to l imit as narrowly as Po*
et h e r e g i o ni n w h i .

In the coal iti ich the f ina l unique act Is to occur.
writing of criticism, a given task t re uire

Il oft h may nor re?

all of these processes, or may not, y require that all be given equa

377 p t i a t e 1 T e
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emphasis. or it may be that in connection with a certain writer
whether because of the nature of the Writer or because of the
w a v i n w h i c h o t h e r c r i t i c s h a v e t r e a t e d h i m p r e v i o u s l y , o n e o r

»?
No of these processes must be given so much emphasis that
others must be neglected for lack of space. These are practical
_qitters (0 be settled as the occasions arise.
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