pRELIMINARY PROBLEMS

FIRST PROELEM

J¢ [T POSSIBLE 0 $2 that Poem A (one of Donne’s Holy Son-
s, or one of the poems of Jonson or of Shakespeare) is better
han Poem B'(Collins’ Ode to Evening) or vice versa?

If not, is it possible to say that either of these is better than
poem 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. If this is true, then all poetry is worthless; but this
obviously is not true, for it 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. If 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. If 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. It is
important, therefore, to discover the consequences of assuming
each of these positions.

If our answer to the first question :; 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, b‘{t
that within the canon all judgment is impossible. This view, l.f
adopted, will require serious elucidation, for on the fac; of 13‘1‘:
Appears inexplicable. On the other hand, one cannot deny 36‘1
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SECOND PROB LEM

If we accept the view that one poem Lt‘m }l])e regard_ed.as bette,
than another, the question the‘n. arises whether .thls Judgmep,
is a matter of inexplicable intuition, or whether it is 5 Questiy
of intuition that can be exp]ail.](?d, and consequently guided 4y, 4
improved by rational elucidation. | |

If we accept the view that the ]udngnF N question fs jpe,
plicable, then we are again forced to contess ourselyes j
sionists and relativists, unless we can show that the intuit
all men agree at all times, or that the intuitions of ope man gy,
invariably right and those of all others wrong wheneye, they
differ. We obviously can demonstrate neither of these Proposi
tions.

If we start, then, with the proposition that one poem may be
intrinsically superior to another, we are forced to accoup for
differences of opinion regarding it. If two critics differ, jt ;s pos-
sible that one is right and the other wrong, more likely that both
are partly right and partly wrong, but in different Tespects:
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 tha
tew men possess either the talent or the education to justify their
being taken very seriously, even of those who are nominally pe
tessional students of these matters.

But if it is possible by rational elucidation to give a mor :z
less clear account of what one finds in a poem and why ©
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THIRD PROBLEM

ol communication about poetry is to take place
I 1y first to determine what we mean by a poem |
A Poém s first of all a statement in words,

put it differs from all such statements of a purely philosoph
alor theoreti§31 nature,' in that it has by intention a controll])e(-l
ontent of feeling. In this respect, it does not differ from man
orks written in prose, however. o
A poem differs from a work written in prose by virtue of its
being composed in verse. The rhythm of verse permits the e>;-
ession of more powertul feeling than is possible in prose when
ach feeling is needed, and it permits at all times the expressi
of finer shades of fteeling. i
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.

1t is

FOURTH PROBLEM

What, however, are words?

They arc audible sounds, or their visual symbols, inventell
by man to communicate his thoughts and feelings. Each word
has a conceptual content, however slight; each woerd, faxc.:lusivc,
perhaps, of the particles, communicates vague associations of
feeling. |

The word fire communicates 2 concept; 1t also connotes ;;ui
vaguely certain feelings, depending on the context ;n hw ic
we happen to place it—depending, for example, on avhether we

ppe P

i 1 rest.
happen to think of a fircon a hearth, in a furnace, orina fo :
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To me this is inconceivable be

erated by our experience with the
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This fact of the necessity of such relationship may fairl
rurn us for a moment to the original question: whether y e
lmper-

fection of rational content damages the entire poem{lf there ;
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hip between concept and feeling, and concepi

hen feeling must be damaged by way of the

necessary relations
is unsatisfactory, t
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SIXTH PROBLEM

If therc is a relationship between concept and feeling, what i

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

fﬁ:ceptdrepresent«?d by the word, motivates the fecling whie
o }A;Z{incommumca.tcs. It is the concept of fire which gener®
o gs czcrlr'l;numcated by the word, though the sound of ‘hf
] y modity these feelings very subtly, as may other ac"

ental qualities, especially if the word be used killfully in ?
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SEVENTH PROBLEM

fat has ot this reasonll{\g brod\;ght us back to the Proposition
hat all poems are equzfl 1y good: For if each .\\'ord motivates jts
i feeling, beca}m(f- oL 1ts Intrinsic nature, wil] no any rationa]
qatement, since it 1s composed of words, motivqre the feeling
sactly proper to it? )

This is not true, for a good many reasons, of which 1 shall
enumerate only a few of the more obyigys. In making a rational
satement, in purely 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

s true likewise with respect
to the connotations of words. Tw

o 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 Brownings
Serenade at the Villa:

So wore night; the East was gray,
White the broad-faced hemlock flowers.

: d difhicult
The lines are marred by a crowding of l.ong :.;yl}afb :ise afzult lw}m
consonants, but they have great beauty in spite 0 e n'zlation'
| wish to point out, for the sake of my arg’?‘?el:érb wore means
ship between the words wOZle ;n?itgi;):ﬂes \iith it connotations
literally that the night passed, bu
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the whole poem before hi
Concepts, as represented by particular words, are affect Edby

connotations due to various and curious accidents. A word
gather connotations from its use In folk-poetry, in formal o
poety,

in vulgar speech, or in technical prose: a sin -
casily be represented by four wordP; with theseg lgisi(i):cc: I})xt mlgln
and any one of the words might prove to be proper in ;5to'n =
poetic context. Words gain connotation from etymologicalgg
dents. Something of this may be seen in the English word ow
rage, in which is commonly felt, in all likelihood something
as.soelated with rage, although there is no rage wha’tever in the
original word. Similarly the word urchin, in modern Englid
Z(;lci;l: cenr;]otes anything related to hedgehogs, or to the familiat
° witches, by whose intervention the word arrived 3
ern meaning and feeling. Yet the connotation propef to 40!
;t]age in the history of such a word migh.t be resuscitated: ¢
end of connotations effected, by skillful use. Further, the ™

notation of a word mav be modified very strongly by its fund
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“’tcmmr:l « but the task of the poet is to adjust fecling to motiy
’blc.ff‘; He has t0 select words containing not only the rj )
isely* " " :thin themselves, but the i y the righ
P{lections 1ps withl : . ut the nght relationships to
rczh her. The task is very difficult; and this is no doubr
=

:350“ why the great poetry of a great poet is likely 10 be very
all b““"} |

EIGHTH PROBLEM

Js it not Possib!e, however, to escape from this relationship of
qotive to emotion by confining ourselves very largely to tque
words which denote emotion: love, envy, anger, and the lik;z?

This is not possible, for these words, like others, re resent
concepts. If we should confine ourselves strictly to sucl’x a \Ir)ocabu-
lary, we should merely write didactic poetry : poetry about love
in genetal, or about anger in general. The emotion communi-
«ted would result from our apprehension of the ideas in ques-
ion. 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 illustration. 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,

Now with his feet.
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idea and might include many ki
the] : but we still have an idea, the subdivisiop of
Suar;dh the feeling must be appropriate to the gy,
a crete by the image of Cupig

- these actions which make the poem a km('i of antigiy.
bee: it is on on more or less sensual loveLa meditation whig,

ne of expression keeps the subject in its proper Place

as a very minor one.]Sometifnes the impclllasis. is on the Mer,

description of the bee, sometimes on the t.escnpno.n of Cupi

cometimes on the lover’s feeling; but .the feeling motivated i, an
s emphasis. The elements, onee the

passage is governed by thi
are united in the poem, are never really separated, of course .

so far as the poet departs from his substantial theme in the direc
tion of mere bees and flowers, he will achieve what Ransop, Ca],l"
irrelevance; but if there is much of this the poem will pe We&ks
ened. Whether he so departs or not, the relation of Motiye ~
emotion must remain the same, within each passage. I haye d:so
cussed this problem in my essay on Ransom. ‘
[ A common romantic practice is to use words denoting emo-
tions, but to use them loosely and violently, as if the very care]
ness expressed emotion. Another is to make a general staus,me:S |
but seem to refer it to a particular occasion, which, howeyer :;
never indicated: the poet thus seems to avoid the didactic, yet’he
is not forced to understand the particular motiye Both these
faults may be seen in these lines from Shelley:
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mental and .
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cept. The concep

tory meditati
by its mere t0

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 Y . . . . "
Poet's intention is so vague, however, that he achieves noth

u;g8 but stereotypes of a very crude kind.
3
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Ptuali“' of the expericnces may be so subordinated tq the illustry.

1" fanction of the experiences, that within each, illustration there

(ve . . |
i metely stereotyped and not a real relatxonshlp of motive to
ough a few lines

feeling: this occurs 1n Cf)l'lins’ Ode to Fear, t},
in the Epode come surprisingly to life. But the methods which |
have Just descrlbe.d re.ally offer no semblance of an escape from
‘he theory of motivation which I am defending,

Another Romantic .device, it it is conscious enough to be called )
, device, is to offer instead of a defensible motive a false one,
ssually culled from landscape. This kind of writing represents a
tacit admission of the principle of motivation which I am defend-
ing, but a bad application of the principle. It 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, wbich‘
motivate a feeling more or less purely appropriate 10 'the objects
described, and these fragments may sustai{x our liking f(])]r ﬁth:;
poem: this happens in Collins’ Ode to'Evenmg; _b“t one 1“'1 nt
also an account of some kind of emotion essentially irrelevant to
the objects described, along with the a];t.empt, more or less ex-
plicit, to deduce the emotion from the object.
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i 'm ol rational meqn;
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i< or is not an illusion. |

~1f morality can he consid('r.cd' rceal, it a ‘theor}' of moralit, o
be said to derive from reality, it is because it g-mdcs us toward i,
greatest happiness which the accidents of .hfc permit: thy, is
toward the fullest realization of our nature, in the Aristotelian o
Thomistic sense.|But is there such a thing, abstract]
c as full realization of our nature?
To avoid discussion of too great length, let us consider the

opposite question: is there such a thing as obviously unfulfillg
human nature> Obviously there is. We need onlv turn to the

v considere|

-

feeble-minded, who cannot think and
with any clarity; or to the insane,
feel with great intensity,
so improperly motivatc
slightly higher levels, t

lously selfish, and var;

but little disagrecment a5 examples,

7 7 . . of .
Now if we are gble 0 recognize the fact of insanity—if in fact
we are forced to recognize it—that is, the fact of the obvious mal-
adjustment of fe

dJu: eling to motive, we are forced to admit the pos
sibility of me

ustment, and_ } ‘necessary sequence,
of absolutcly accurate adj i o

likelihood f, anent, even though we admit the
very seldon 1Ot PeOPle will attain 1o a final adjustment but
Y seldom indec We can g

o uide ourselves toward such an

S0 cannot perccive or feel
who sometimes perceive and
but whose feelings and perceptions arc
d that they are classed as illusions. A
he criminal, the dissolute, the unscrupu
ous types of neurotics are likelv to arouse
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TENTH PROBLEN

fnal act of adjustment is 4 unique act of jy dyme
e s3¥ that it is more or less rig.ht, provided it is demonstrably
within the gf-’“efa_‘ limits prescribed by the theory of morality
hich has led to it? Th(:: answer to this question is implicit in
what has preceded; in tact the answer resembles exactly that
eached at the end of the first problem examined. We can sav
hat it is more or less nearly right. If extreme deviation from rigﬁt
judgment 1S obvious, then there is such a thing as right judgment.
Ihe mere fact that life may be conducted in a fairly s'atisfactory
manner, by means of inaccurate judgment within certain limits,
,nd that few people ever bother to refine their judgment beyond
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 any moral
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.
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ELEVENTH PROBLEM

acti lit
Nothing has thus far been <aid about human acton, yet ;rlmi; er{,
IS Supposed to guide human action. And if art 1s moras,

- an actien.
chould be a relationship between art ax:id ll:u(xlmt(r:r aindiﬂ'ercm, is
The moral judgment, whether good, bad,
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TWELFTH PROBLEM

What, then, is the nature of the critical process?
It will consist (1) of the statement of such historical or bio-
raphical 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 scen
in language and technique; and (5) of the final act of judgment
a upique act, the general nature of which can be indicated, but
i i ot o et
matter and in judgino thato'“rcll nal and unique judgmen’ o }'5
purpose of the first f?)ur r]olz‘efmer'm 1 S-hO-UId be noted that “f
sible the region in which I:heﬁr::? o fimit 2 narrowly as po*

In the actual writing of Cn_tidsmuﬂlq.ue SR BB .

all of these processes, or may not re 3 given task may not requitt
’ t require that all be given equd
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shasis: or it may be that in conncction with a certain writer,
el her because of the nature of the writer or because of the
“'hd-] which other critics have treated him previously, one or
war these processes must be given so much Cmp};zlsis that
s must be neglected for lack of space.
ol ’

These are practical

to be settled as the occasions arise.
JLers

mit
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