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Vanity is so deeply rooted in the heart of man
that a solidexr, a camp follower, a cook, a common
porter will brag to gain the admiration of the
public. Even philosophers covet it, and critics,
who adopt a hostile attitude to most writers,
still desire the reputation of writing well
themselves; while those who read the critics

hope to enhance their own reputation by such
reading; and it may well be that I who write
these words am moved by the same degire; . . .

Pascal, Pensées, ft. 137.
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INTRODUCTION oL e

In the following pages an attempt is made to examine
the critical theories of Cleanth Brooks and Northrop Frye.
Evaluative accounts of théir theofetical standpoints are
followed by close consideration of the essays they have

written on The Waste Land. This procedure has been adopted

on the grounds that the value of a theory depends upon the
guality of the practical criticism which results from its
application or upon which it is based.

The choice of Brooks and Frye is not arbitrary.
Hazard Adamns' comment that Frye's is "the most influential
body of critical theory since the New Critics"l suggests
that the consideration of Brocks and Frye will raise most
of the important issues that twentieth centurv criticism
had discussed. Among these are questions of the relation
of belief and of science to criticism. Both these problems
are dealt with explicitly by the two critics. Since Frye
is sometimes thought of as representing "a reversal of the

>

" . e e w2
dominant movement of early twentieth century criticism”

attention is given to the relationship between the theories
of Brooks and of Frye.

A poem was taken as a focus bacause it is "wzelaltively

Ll

manageable and because it "raises the bhasic questicns of

N

2
literary theory".” The Waste Land was chosen for a number

1



of reasons: it is one of the most discussed poems of the
century; it has been evaluated very differently and continues
to arouse widely diverging responses. Furthermore, its
structure lends itself to varying interpretations in a way
in which Ben Jonson's "'o Heaver!, for instance, does not.
Because it is surrounded by no critical o;thodoxy, its
critics are able to take the stance they wish without
inhibition.

The fact that the poem was written by a poet

influenced by symbolisme also recommended it for the present

purpose. An attempt is made to show that because Brooks and
Frye share some basic convictions of the symbolist movement
they are not moved to ask questions which to a critic of a
different persuasion such as, say, Yvor Winters, seem

crucial.



CHAPTER I

CHANGING EMPHASIS

In the following pages an attempt is made to give a
brief account of the development of Brooks' critical theory.

The object is to demonstrate the fact that The Hidden God

is chiefly about the novel whereas ModernAPoetry and the

with poetry and to show that it relates to Brooks' growing
willingness to relate the statement of the poem or novel to
his own experience.

In the original Preface to The Well-Wrought Urn.we

read: "The positivists have tended to explain the miracle
[of the survival of artl away in a general process of reduc-
tion which hardly stops short of reducing the 'poem' to the
ink itself"fl When we recall the climate of intellectual
opinion in the thirties and forties we can understand

Brooks'

ridicule. We may take as typical Rudolph Carnap's
statement that "poetry does not contéin knowledge";z Poetry
was under attack from a point of view which asserted that
any statement of value was merely an emotive utterance. The
"facts" established by science claimed a superior authority
to the tendentious statements and equivalences of poetxy.
Brooks' debt to-I. A. Richards is sclf“confessed3
and he frequently quotes from Richards' workf Richards was
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a critic who had been strongly influenced both by the
positivists and by scientific psychology. The influence

was strong enough for Richards to be convinced "that litera-
ture'is not to be judged by the statement it makes -~ by the
truth of what it says. Probably it says nothing; if it does
say something it is probably false; and since true statement
ig the prerogative of science, criticism must have no
concern with it".4 Richards, therefore, developed the idea
of literature as pseﬁdOmstatemento Brooks, however, was
able to find a theory of perception which enabled him to
remove poetry to a realm where it was autonomous .

It is evident in Brooks' numerous discussions of the
relationship between science and poetryS that he believéd
poetry to be threatened by scienceT The following passage
is typical:

For poetic symbols are not true. The statement

that they are true is in itself a metaphor. The

didactic view of poetyxy, with its emphasis on the

illustrative function of metaphor, assumes that

poetic symbols are to stand for ideas, and naturally

true ideas are to be preferred to false. Under
“such a theory the goodness of a poem is to a great

extent determined by its truth. This, however,

ig to bring poetry into a competition with science,

which falsifies their real relationship.6

The jarring effect of the final sentence is immediately
notable. It at least hints that the competition is one

«which poetry will inevitably lose. Brooks is hampered by

the narrowness of his conception of truth. He capitulates b

too easily by confusing truth about the physical world and
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what may inadequately bhe termed‘moral truth. But the
result for Brooks' criticism was that he turned, following
hig mentors Tate and Ransom, to Kant for a theory of per-—
ception which would 1lift the burden of proof from poetic
communication.

Ag William J. Handy puts it: "Kant called for a
distinction to be made between the undersfanding, the faculty
which reduces its object to a concept in order to classify
it, and the imagination, the faculty which msintains the
object in a presentation in order to know it as it is, un-
distorted by logical reduction,; Kant insisted that the kinds
of being represented by the two forms of the judgement vere
ontologically distinct”.7 Thus Brooks writes "science gives
always an abstract description and because abstraclt, power-

ful; whereas poetry attempts a complete, a total description

. 8 : .
of the object . . .". He talks of "two modes of perception,
that of analytic reason and that of the synthesizing
9

imagination",” and shows his suspicion of any theory which
does not establish the unique importance of poetic communi-
cation: ". . .one is jealous for the autonomy of poetry:
one shrinks from the notion that philosophical positions are
so far determinative of poetic value as to require no more
than adequate expression for the production of good poetry,

or else could not, however adequately expressed, possibly



yield good poetry".lo The separation between philosophical

communication and poetic communication becomes complete;
the difference is not merely of degree but of type. Poetry
is aﬁtonomous because it offers a sort of knowledge not
elsewhere available; it reassembles the fragmented world
which is the legacy that sc¢ience has left us .

The stage is now set for the appeérance of the close
reading method for which Brooks is best known. Warrant for
it is again to be foﬁnd in Rant. William J. Handy quotes

the following from The Critique of Aesthetic Judgement:

"And by an Aesthetical Idea I understand the representation
of the Imagination which occasions much thought without;

however, any definite thought, i.e. any concept being

adequate to it; it consequently cannot be completely compassed

11

and made intelligible by language". The following passage

in The Well-Wrought Urn, in which Brooks draws a conclusion

jcism, is remarkably milar to the

o}
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preceding passage from The Critique of Aesthetic Judgement.

Brooks merely uses the word "idea" in place of Kant's
translator's "concept": "To sum up our examination of the
poem has not resulted in our locating an idea or set of ideas
which the poet has communicated with certain appropriate

decorations. Rather, our examination has carried us further

’ . . . . 12
and further into the poem itself in a process of explanation".

A . . 1 3ot 14
This passage ig not except Nais 1T ¢oula o
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numerous similar ones in Brooks' work. The communication
made by a poem is ilrreducible. The critic can never para-
phrase a poem perfectly because "no concept" can be "adeqguate

to it". The Well-Wrought Urn can be considered as an attempt

to demonstrate at length "the inseparability of intuition and

capn 13

expression".
The critic's attention must therefore be concentrated

on the poem as a unigue object. Ren& Wellek argues that

"Kant did suggest or rather revive a very important criterion
' . !, ., < s n 14
for the judgement of art: the analogy of the organism". :
Relying upon Kant's distinctions, Romantic critics such as
Coleridge also came to view the poem as an organism. Hazard
Adams refers to the "metaphors of organism that developed

among Romantic critics to describe poems. Poems are seen

according to this metaphor, as objects that generate their

.o 15 .
own principles of ordex". It is only necessary to glance

at the indexes of Brooks' publications to recognize his
debt to Coleridge. The debt is especially evident in this

connection. A few quotations will adeqguately illustrate

“this: "I[to be content with reductions and substitutions]

is to take the root or the blossom of the tree for the tree

16

itself" The beauty of a poem is: "the flowering of the

whole plant, and needs the stalk, the leaf and the hidden
1" 17 I g " H e “ u 18
roots".. [The poeml represénts an organic structure.

"We must examine the bole and the roots, and most of all,



. C . 1 . .
their organic interrelations.” 2 Farly in The Well-Wrought

Urn Brooks quotes the passage in Coleridge which emphasises:
"the perpetual activity of attention required on the part
of the reader . . .to the rapid flow, the quick change, and
the playful nature of the thoughts and images [in

Shakespeare]“.20 The hold it exercised on Brooks' mind can

L

be judged from the fact that he repeats it three times in
as many pages in a passage in which he is discussing his

methodology. He clearly beliéved in its essential truth

and followed its directive.

This suggestion would have been reinforced by what
he had read in Richards, who we remember had written a Sook
on. Coleridge. John Holloway suggests that the method was
established by analogy with scientific wmethod: "A poem, for
example, being rather like a scientific specimen, the complex
structure of which needs to be laid bare, and a critic re-
quiring the detachment, fine discrimination, patient pgr-—
sistence, and sharp cutfing~edge of a biologist“.21 But it
is not necessary to pause longer on this point; whatever
analogy most influenced Brooks, thé result was a renewed
sense of the unity of the poem. He writes of the "union
which the creative imagination effects".22 The discovery

of the principle of order amidst complexity becomes the

critic's task. In The Well-Wrought Urn we find that Brooks'

initial premises have lead him to the follocwing conclusion:



"the common goodness which the poems share will have to be
stated, not in texrms of 'content' or 'subject matter' in
the usual sense in which we use these items but rather in
terms of structure“.23 There follows the usual cautious
gualification that Brooks usually supplies: "the term
"structure' is certainly not altogether satisfactory as a
’term",24 but it is evident that the emphasis in Brooks'
most influential work has inevitably been upon certain
rhetorical and structural devices such as irony, paradox and
ambiguity. It is also quite consistent that the criteria
which Brooks invokes for judgement is often simply success
or failure: "the poem is an undoubted success",25 the
emphasis, as has been seen, being upon construction rather
than communication. We can also reccgnise the significance
of the statement: ". . .tﬁe poet is most truthfully

s

described as a poietes or maker, not as an expositor ox
communicator"26 for Brooks' approachf

Some of the terms which are most familiar to a reader
of Brooks' work: dirony, paradox, complex of attitudes, and
ambiguity, have already been nentioned. If they are compared
with the key terms of a critic such as Leavis, "discrimin-
ation, centrality, poise, responsibility", for instance,
their abstract and technical ring is unmistakable; and what
"is also striking is the fact that none of them can be a

criterion of value in iitself. It has been scecen that, for



Brooks, the poetic artefact is perceived by the faculty of
the imagination which is distinct from logical perception.
It is possible to extend this point and to say that what-
ever 1is perceived by the imagination cannot be evaluated

by the faculty of reason. This is what is suggested by
Handy when he writes that "the singular advance made by
modern philosophy . . .is the insistence fhat the logiéal
formulation of human experience is but one sgymbolic formula-
tion and that other symbolic formulations are possible".27
Brooks does not, however, direct his érgument this way. He
becomes increasingly willing to evaluate these "symbolic
formulations"., The belief that there is no way of evalia-

ting different "symbolic Fformulations" of reality is tenable
on the level of abstract theorising but, as has been seen
from Brooks' practice, it would be crippling for the critic.

In the following passage from The Well-Wrought Urn we find

Brooks bravely trying to face the consequence of his premises.
He first contrasts two distinct uses of languages: that of
science and that of art: "The terms of science are abstract
symbols which do not change under the pressure of the con-
text. They are pure (or aspire to be pure) denotations; they
are defined in advance. They are not warped into new
meanings. But where is the dictionary which containg the

e 28 X .
terms of a poem?". The language of science has been

r+

N * g - T o de A oy amamrm it o Ty el e O
stripped of its resconance so that it may precisely classify
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aspects of reality. The language of poetry, on the con-
trary, uses all the inherent capacities of language for
meaning in order to constitute reality:

It is not enough for the poet to analyse hisg
experience as the scientist does, breaking it
up into parts, distinguishing part from part,
classifying the various parts. His task is
finally to unify experience. He must return
to us the unity of the experience itself as
man knows it in his own experience. The poen,
if it is to be a true poem, is a simulacrum of
reality -~ in this sense, at least, it is an
"imitation" -- by being an experience rather
than any mere statement about experience or any
mere abstraction from experience.?29

The use of the phrase "simulacrum of reality" demonstratés
that Brooks inevitably compared the account of experience in
the poem to his own account and secondly it hints at Brooks'
aforementioned deference to science? To be pedantic to a
purpose, we may reproduce thé O0.E.D. definition of
"simulacrum":

1) A material image made a representation of some
deity, person or thing.

2) Something having merely the form or appearance
of a certain thing, without possessing its
substance or proper qualities.

3) A mere image, a specious imitation or like-
ness of something.

The undertone which makes the poem "a mere image" of reality

rather than another "symbolic formulation" of it is un-

.

avoidable. There is a tacit acceptance of the rule of
science and positivism. Thus we see that the autonony

~guaranteed for art by the statement -- "The artistic con-
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ciousness [isl different in kind from the rational con-
' !130 . ' - . .

sciousness ~- could leave the poem in a sort of limbo.
In practice, however, we find Brooks moving between

an analysis which emphasizes the unique quality of poetic

communication and an evaluation dependent on such terms as

"maturity" for which his system gives him no warrant. The

movement is between the convictions and technique displayed

in The Well-~Wrought Urn and those displayed in The Hidden

God. Brooks wrote only of poetry in his first two books
which were written when the Kantian iﬁfluence was strongest.
This is understandable because it is extremnely difficult'to
demonstrate the unique quality of the communication made by
the novel which is usually written in language which is
closer to prose than poetry. It.follows that Brooks begins
to write about the novel onlf when his emphasis is upon the
"maturity" of what is Communicaﬁed and not itsunique nature.
In the following passage from the first chapter of The Hidden
God we are immediately conscious of the shift: "The genuine
artist presumably undertakes to set forth some vision of
life -- some imaginative apprehension of it which he hopes
will engage our imagination. He give us his own intuition
and his own insight into the human situation. It may prove _
to be a paltry insight; it may constitute a trivial view".31
Here the emphasis is clearly on communication, not on

structure; and the final sentence shows no hesitation to

evaluate what is communicated. In the rest of the bhook
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Brooks' standards are explicitly Christian.

But since tﬁe chief concern is with an essay from
the earlier period, an examination of Brooks' discussions of
some of the techniqgues of pcetry is necessary. An attempt
is made in what follows to show the way in which they
illustrate the tension between the differing emphases which

have been discerned in Brooks' criticism. In Modern Poetry

and the Tradition, Brooks is unequivocal about the centrality

of metaphor to poetry: "Metaphor is not to he considered,
then, as an alternative of the poet, thch he may elect to
use or not, since he may state the matter directly ox
straightforwardly if he chooses. It is freguently the only
means available if he is to write at all"f32 But whiler
Brooks can claim that metaphoxr mékes poetic communication
unigue he cannot claim that it makes it valuvable. How,
then, is the figure to be judged? Our only test for the
validity of any figure must be an appeal to the whole context
in which it occurs: Does it contribute to the “total efifect
or not"?°3 It is not evident what sort of "total effect”
‘Brooks would approve. He believes that "the poet's attitude
is a highly important element of what is communicated; and
figurative language is continually used to indicate shadings
of attitude".34 The phrase "shadings of attitude" merits

particular notice. Such an equation of complexity with

maturity as is found established in the following quotation
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is not, therefore, unexpected: The ability to be tender

and, at the same time, alert and aware intellectually is a
complex attitude, a mature attitude",35 The argument can

be reduced to the following: metaphor best communicates
complex attitudes; complexity of attitude leads to the
maturity which is embodied in great poetry; metaphor is
therefore the language of great poetry. Brooks is having

it both ways: by the virtual eguation of metaphor, complex-
ity and maturity (metaphor guarantees complexity; complexity
~guarantees maturity) he derives his evaluative criteria from
the unique quality of the object. But the criterion estab-~
lished is really a very narrow one which best fits the types

' tastes -~ metaphysical and

of poetry which formed Brooks
modern. Conviction and the subsequent exploration of one
substantial "world-view" éan as well be the basis of great
poetry as the sort of scepticism with which Brooks assoclates
maturity in the following: '“nearly all mature attitudes
represent some sort of mingling of the approbative and the

Satirical“,36

The danger of this attitude is that it will
“become prescriptive. At the close of the chapter "Wit and

High Seriousness" in Modern Poetry and the Tradition

Brooks writes: "One is even tempted to indulge in the
followin aradox: namely, that wit, far from being a

g Y r
playful aspect of the mind, is the most serious aspect, and
that the only poetry which possesses high seriousness in

. . 37 o
the deepest sense ig the poetry of wit". Brooks' criti=
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cises Frost as follows: "The poetry is diluted and diffuse.
A significant symptom of the diffuseness is the absence of
metaphor. The very minimum of imagery is usedo“38 and

succumbs to the temptation of requiring certain favourite

devices to be present in poetry. In The Well-Wrought Urn

Brooks writes: "(The poetl] must work by contradiction and
qualification."39 and "All the subtler states of emotion . .
necessarily demand metaphor for theix expression",40 This
does seem to be the rationalization of a limited taste.

The attitudes established in Jonson's "On my first Sonne™
or "To Heaven" are surely mature but they are achieved
largely by exploring one account of experience in depth
rather than by the inclusion of other conflicting accounts.
Precision of statement is achieved through the careful use
of verse form and syntax, rhythm and stress. The objection
is finally to Brooks' view of maturity, and this objection
will be made explicit after a consideration of several
poetic technigues whichrare valued because they substantiate
such a view.

The first of these is an idea which Brooks borrows
from Richards that poetry must include ironic attitudes in
order to preclude ironic readingsf Brooks guotes Richards:
M"Irony . . .consists in the bringing in of the opposite, the
conmplementary impulseS;Athis is why poetry which is exposed

to it is not of the highest order, and why irony itself is
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41 Brooks

so constantly a characteristic of poetry which is".
remarks that the "sentimental poet makes us feel that he is
sacrificing the totality of his vision in favour of a
particular interpretation“.42 In the poetry he admires:
"[Therel is a lively awareness of the fact that the obvious
attitude toward a given situation is not the only possible

attitude"*43

This is clearly connected with Brooks' sense of
the dramatic nature of poetry which will soon be discussed
but it is first necessary to ask whether or not the process
which Brooks describes has the effect he assumes it has.

Can any poem ever guard against its being summarily dis-
missed? Surely an ironic attitude to an ironic poem is’
always a possibility. |

In Modern Poetry and the Tradition Brooks asks the

reader to "consider the poetry of wit as a dramatization of
2 n 4 4 3 " 1 2

the lyric". He continues: Donne's poems are dramatic --
not only fundamentally but on the most obvious level. (They]

o o 44 . _—
are . . .dialogues”. He censures the Romantic poet fox
not being dramatic enough; and finally argues that: "“"The
principles of poetic organization; developed to their
logical conclusion,; . . .carry the poem over into drama".
The dramatic is not just considered as a technique in poetry
but as an aspect of its essential nature. This seems once
again to be a rationalization of a taste for the metaphysicals.

But there is anothexr reason why the analogy is so welcome
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to Brooks: it enables poetry to evade the responsibility
of direct statement. A number of views of a situation are

expressed in Antony and Cleopatra but none of them can be

extracted as the view of the poet. There is theoretically
no necessity of centrality of evaluation and attitude to be
embodied in the poem. Again Brooksg' theory is such that
poetry escapes from the competition with science. A poem
is not required to conclude with a statement which would have
to justify itself in the world of analytic philosophy and
empiricism: "The poem does not merely eventuate in a
: . 4 46 s . " Coen g
logical conclusion', It embodies "the unification of
attitudes into a hierarchy subordinated to a total and
. . 47 . .
governing attitude”. Brooks adopts Richaxds' psychological
account of art in the following:
The conclusion of the poem is the working out of
the various tensions -- set up by whatever means -~
by propositions, metaphors, symbols. The unity
igs achieved by a dramatic process not a logical;
it represents an equilibrium of forces, not a
formula. It is ’‘proved’ as a dramatic conclusion

is proved: by its ability to resolve the conflicts
which have been accepted as the données of the drama.

48
The analogy of the drama can be a helpful ene; but when ever
poem is explored dramatically we inevitably get such perversge
readings as Brooks® of the "Ode on a Grecian Urn" upon which
Lee T. Lemon comments ironically but with good reason: "not
¢ a3 - - . 1 - i 49
even romantic poets speak to urns and expect answers".

It also leads to his unquestioning acceptance of the organi-

zation of The Waste Land. He is prepared for, perhaps
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prejudiced in favour of a type of poetry in which widely
differing evaluative attitudes are taken. The analogy with

the drama allows him to write his essay on The Waste Liand

without seriously considering whether or not the lack of a
central evaluative stance results in irresponsibility.

In the passage just quoted the terminology "tensions",
"egquilibrium of forces" could almost have been deliberately
chosen to evade any reference to the meaning of the poem.
Here Brooks is at the pole of his criticism which is con-
cerned with structure. But, as has been shown, at his best
he is continually aware of the fact that "form"™ and "content”
are inseparable., What, therefore, can the critic say about
the poem? Most modern critics would agree that no para-
phrase can give the exact equivalent of its meaningf Brooks
is obviously among them but as he himself points oub:

"There is . . .a very serious question whether the para-
|29}

phrasable elements have primacy”.” He concedes that the

critic can usefully and accurately say "what the general

effect of the poem is: The Rape of the Lock ig about the

-
w1l

foibles of an eighteenth century bhelle and he continues:

"We can very properly use paraphrases as pointers and as

short-hand references provided that we know what we are doing
and that we see plainly that the paraphrase is not the real
core of meaning which constitutes the essence of the poem".

Brooks realises that the theoretical implication of his
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position taken to its extreme would render criticism
impossible. The only response the critic could congistently
make to a question about a poem would be to repeat the

whole poem. "The poem says what the poen Says."52 But this
is more than "a graceless bit of tautology". It is the
testimony of experience that criticism often leads to a
greater understanding of a poem. The stafement is a
deliberate denial of what Iee T. Lemon calls the "congruence®
of a poem; its relationship to the world of experience.
Brooks is, however, left with the problem of vindicating

his own critical comments; after an ingeniocus and elaborate

criticism of The Waste Land, he writes: "The asgcount given

above is a statement merely of the 'prose meaning' and bares
the same relation to the poem as does the 'prose meaning'

of any other poem“,s3 The style of the rest of the essay,
however, is hardly diffident enough to keep this in the

reader's mind. . Brooks' most

!

reasonable statement of his

position is to be found in the essay on Yeats in The Well-

Wrought Urn, where he writes: "any statement which we

attempt to abstract from the whole context as the 'meaning'

of the poem is seen to be qualified and modified by the

context of the poem as a whole".54 Here the phrasing,

probably contrary tc Brooks' intention, suggests that what

is said can be, by a prdcess of abstraction, isolated from
its gualifications and modifications adequately enough, at

least, to refer it to the rest of our expexience. There
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seems no other way to read Blake's "A Poison Tree®, for
example, than as a suggestion that the expression of
passiocnate anger is preferable to its repression, whatever
gqualifications and modifications the stanza form, rhythm,
metre and imagery convey. Bult Brooks does not generally
advocate such an approach. The next paragraph is more
typical: ‘“the unifying principle of the organisation which
is the poem is an attitude or complex of attitudes. We can
discover, to be sure, propositions which seem to characterise,
mnore of less accurately, the unifying attitude. But if we
take such propositions to be the core of the poem; we are
contenting ourselves with reductions and substitutions";

The last sentence again seems to be an evasion; it is notable
that in Brooks' reading, Keats' Urn ends up saying something
about aesthetics which Brooks fully approves; and that
despite his protestations, the paraphrase he gives of

The Waste Land is a statement with which Brooks agrees. It

is frequently impossible to tell whether Brooks' comments on
5

921

a poem are his own assertions or paraphrases.
Brooks is willing to grant that: "['Among School
Children'l seems to celebrate 'natural' beaty, the world of
becoming; ['Sailing to Byzantium'l intellectual beauty, the
. .56 . . - s

world of pure being"; which is about as simplified a
statement as one could make about the two poems. Brooks
continues as follows: "To which world is Yeats committed?

b
. 57 . .
Which does he choose?" and answers his own question rathexr
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. . A 57
abruptly: "The guestion is idle --". He demonstrates

in his succeeding remarks that, for him, the question is
vital: "One cannot know the world of being save through

the world of becoming (though one must remember that the
world of becoming is a meaningless flux apart from the world
of being which it implies)".58 This is Brooks' belief, then.
It is interesting to guess how he would réspond to a play by
Beckett in which language is used meaningfully to point to
the "meaningless flux". Surely he would not be able merely
to say that Beckett has developed "an attitude to the
situation”59 and to leave it at that; implicit in Beckett's
play would be substantial assumptions about the quality of
existence which Brooks himself would not sharef He wouid
be faced with the possibility of.judging the governing
attitude towards the situation. This is what he does

continually in the essay on Hemingway in The Hidden God:

"Even men and women who do not have God must try to make up

ven men
for him in some sense, quixotic as that gesture will seem and,
in ultimate terms at least, desperate as that gesture must be.
The Christian will feel that it is ultimately desperate in
that man can never find anything that will prove a sub-

60

stitute for God". It is the strength of the book that the

reader knows where Brooks stands; he takes up a position

just as solidly in his éarlier books, but he disguises it

h
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does not recognize 1t himself. Consider the following
sentences:
If the last sentence secems to make Yeats more of
a metaphysician than we feel he really was, one
can appeal to the poems themselves. Both of
them are shot through and through with a
recognition of the problem which the reflective
human being can never escape -~- the dilemma which
is the ground of the philosophic problem; and
the solution which is reached in neither case
solves the problem. The poet in both cases comes

witnesses to the insolubility of the problem96l
Brooks assumes that the truth can never be known about such
gquestions; and in view of his own narrow conception of
"truth" at this stage he certainly could not know it. But
this scepticism is just as much a belief as any dogma. 7The
centrality which Brooks attempts to guarantee by being
uncommitted is a commitment in itself; and it is arguable

62 Whether

that such a position is philosophically untenable.
or not this is so, Brooks believes that profound questioning
will always lead to a paradox: "almost any insight important
enough to warrant a grealt poem apparently has to be stated

63 But the limitation of this

in . . .tevms [of paradoxIl".
view is pointed out by Erich Heller's comment that:
"ambiguity and paradox are the manner of speaking when
reality and symbol, man's mind and his soul, are at cross-
il 64 o N - ot 1 ‘ 1
purposes’. For anyone attempting to transcend these

conflicts, be he Christian, Nietzschean or Platonist, Brooks'

view will seem inadequate; and the criteria of evaluation



invoked by each of the aforementioned unlikely Triumvirate

will consequently be quite different.



CHAPTER II

BROOKS' APPROACH TO THE WASTE LAND

In The Well-Wrought Urn, Brooks discusses the

peculiar problems posed by modern poetry: "some modern
poetry is difficult because it is bad -~ the total experience
remains chaotic and incoherent because the poet could not
master his material and give it a form".l This sentence
implies that, while experience, by its vexry nature is
"chaotic and incoherent", the poet's task is to organise it,
"to give it a form". Throughout his criticism he insists

on the necegsity of poetic unity and in the final chaptér

of '"he Well-Wrought Urn he defines more precisely the

essence of this unity: "The characteristic unity of a
poem . . .Jies in the unification of attitudes into a

. . . . 2
hierarchy subordinated to a total governing attitude".

In his criticism of The Waste Land it is clear that

Brooks finds the "total governing attitude®™ to be that of

the "protagonist". It is significant that this was
originally a dramatic term. It is not, therefore, surprising
that Brooks gives an account of the protagonist's character-
ization: "The function of the conversation [in the
Hofgarten] is to establigh the class and character of the

. - . . 4
protagonlst",3 The first eighteen lines of the poem” arxe

a reverie on the par

-1 -~ - -

t of the protagonist in which specu-

24



lation on life glides off into memory of an actual con-
versation". The protagonist is thus included in the "us"

of the phrase: '"summer surprised us", and the "we" of the
phrase: "And when we were children". Brooks account of the
character of the protagonist may be extended as follows:

11, 8-11 and 11. 13-18 establish the protagonist as someone
who has travelled in Europé and as a relafion of the
aristocracy. Line 12, since it is in the first person and
not in quotation marks, at first presents some difficulty,
especially since the bad German coﬁtrésts with the pro-
tagonist's aristocratic connections. In view of the feminine
"Rugssian" and Eliot's own statement that the hermaphrodite
Tiresias "sees ., . .the substance of the poem", however,

we may guess that thig is an attémpt to universalise the
protagonistf The bad German would thus make him/her, in a
sense, classless and would thus tend to give his judgements
authority since he would be inﬁulLerable to any allegations
of prejudice.

It is clear that Brooks accepts the authority of the
central consciousness of the poem. After quoting from
Eliot's essay on Baudelaire "it is better, in a paradoxical
way, to do evil than to do nothing: at least we exist.",

PSR

Brooks writes: "The last statement is highly important for

an understanding of The Waste Land., The fact that men have

lost the knowledge of good and evil, keeps them from being

alive, and is the justification for viewing the modern waste



. . . . \ 5
land as a realm in which the inhabitatns do not even exist®.

There is no way of distinguishing whether Brocks is engaging
in exegesis and saying: "This is what the poem says" or
whether it is a statement of his own belief that what the
poem says is truve. We find this confusion frequently in
his essay: ‘"even love cannot exist in the waste land.",
and "Our contemporary waste land is in large part the result
of our scientific attitude -~ of our complete seculariza-
tion‘ﬂ.7 Since these statements are so sweeping and so
pessimistic we may rightly ask what warrant the poet gives

us to accept their authority.

We may first examine the justly praised hyacinth
passage. Brooks says that it "states the opposite half of the
paradox which underlines the poem§ nanmely, the life at its
highest moments of meaning and intensity resembles death".8
In view of the lines which Brooks himself quotes "I was
neither/Living nor dead?, it is evident that the paradox has
been imported into this context to fit his scheme. Later there
is reference to the "ecstasy-—of-~love passage”.9 But is this
ecstasy really conveyed by the poetxy? The snatch of con-
versation which passes through the protagonist's mind:

"You gave me hyacinths first a vear ago;/They called me the
hyacingth girl!" certainly recalls a poignant moment.
In the next two lines: "Yet when wé came back, late, from

r wet,”

INT s

“h garden, /Your arms full, and your haix
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delicate touches such as the lateness of the hour, the hint
of the full shape of the girl's arms, and her wet hair con~
bine to present a breathtaking erotic moment. But what is
the protagonist's response:
I could not
Speak; my eyes failed, I was neilther
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,

Looking into the heart of light, the silence,
Oed' und leer das Meer,

He may have been deeply affected but remembrance of the

-

moment is associated with desdlation. That the reference

is not to consummation but to impotence is later confirmed:
Damyata: The boat responded
Gally, to the hand expert with sail and ocar
The sea was calm; your heart would have responded
Gaily, when invited, beating obedient
To controlling hands (11. 418-22)

The protagonist has come to understand his own failure but in

the earlier passage he was a sufferer in The Waste Land

unable to give, sympathise or cpntrol. His own spiritual
poverty at that stage is shown by his visit to Madame
Sosostris of whom Brooks writes: "Madame Sosostris has

fallen a long way from the high function of her predecessors",]D
Brooks, however, doesrnot note the protagonist's own aware-
ness of the degraded aspect of the pseudo-religious appetites
which Madame Sosostris serves, But this awaieness is c¢learly
shown by the bathos of the phrase: "Had a bad cold", and the

antithesis between "wisest" and "wicked". It is, therefore,

significant that the protagonist involveg himself in the
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degradation by making his visit:, Brooks does not notice

that in 11. 60-68 the protagonist is no longer involved in
the degradation but is its judgef This change in perspective
is proved by the invocation of the authority of Dante in the
line "I had not thought death had undone so many", of which
William,Myeré says: "[This allusion] suggests the possibil-
ity of achieving, with the assistance of é guide such as
Vergil or Tiresias, a sane, objective viewpoint. In.the
"Inferno?!, Dante may be a sinner,; but he is not one of the

11 . ' . \
But the surrealist shock of the exclamations in

damned™.
11. 69~75, hardly assures us of the company of such a guidea
Brooks gives an account of the secondary effects of allusion
in these lines in great detail but surely by his minutev

analysis he misses their overwhelming impact which is one

of hysteria. The final line, alluding to Baudelaire:

"You! hypocrite lecteur -- mon semblable -~ mon fr&re"
involves the reader in this hysteria. As William Myers
points out: "Baudelalre . . .savagely and unresexrvedly

traps himself and us in the horror of ennui which he is
raging against“.12 We see the character of the protagonist
being handled arbitrarily by the poet. We must assume that

the description of the pub scene is conveyed through the

protagonist's consciousness 1f we are to have any way at all

B

of placing it. Thus theé sneer in the lines: "Well,
that Sunday Albert was home, they had a hot gammon , /And



they asked me in to dinner, to get thevbeauty of it hot"

is the protagonist's and its effect is to make us suspect
the quality of his attitudes. Brooks is sensitive enough to
tone to be uneasy with 1. 172 and his attempt to defend it
takes its usual form: he ignores the effect which would

be obvious to the reader who did not even know it is an
allusion and concentrates on the secondary effects:

. « «the only matter which calls for comment is the
line spoken by Ophelia in 'Hamlet', which ends the
passage. Ophelia, too, was very much concerned
about love, the theme of conversation between the
women in the pub. As a matter of fact, she was in
very much the same positicon as that of the woman
who hasg been the topic of conversation hetween the .
two ladies whom we have just heard. And her
poetry, like Philomela's, had come out of suffering.
We are probably to look for the relevance of the
allusion to her here rather than in an easy satiric
contrast between Elizabethan glories and modern
sordidness.13 '

Exactly where the “"here" is we are not able to ascertain.
Surely the domwinant effect of the line arises from the word
"sweet" which, in context is heavily ironic. The cumbrous

irony arises from the fact that the ladies have hardly been

characterised as "sweet". But because the irony in this

line is that of the observer the attitude is felt to be one
of revulsion. There is no hint of human sympathy. We be-
come increasingly unwilling to accept the evaluations of this
consciousness; although .at times there is an implicit call

for vs to do so. It could be argued that the protagonist
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displays a consistent development in the course of the poem
until he has left the "arid plain" behind. But how are we

to take the line: "Shall I at least set my lands in ordexr?%.
Brooks comments: "Even if the civilization is breaking

up . . .there remains the person obligation".l4 This reading
depends on a contrast between the assumed chacs of the
civilization and the éossibility of personal stability.

Brooks glosses the lines with a passage from "Thoughts After
Lambeth" which fits the theme of the dangers of secularization
which he has isolated. He ignores the allusion to Isaiah
38:1, "Set thine house in order: for thou shalt die and not
live™. Williamson comments on it as follows: "awarem‘

ness is not will, and so he thinks of preparing for death",l5
If we rely on the tone of the allusion itself, this comment
is clearly apt. We are faced,; therefore, with two éia~
metrically opposed interpretations: resolution or resigna-
tion. Once again we are unable to decide whether the
protagonist is the judge of the situation ox its victim.

As Brooks himself says: "vagueness is not the same thing as

16

the rich multiplicity of the greatest poetry".’ In his
thematic criticism of the poem, he pays no attention to the
"distinctions between self and society and between health
,and sickness, which must be made if ﬁhe poem 1s to have

value".l/

Brooks' blindness on this point may be attributable



to his belief in the essentially dramatic nature of poetry.
He is only too willing to accept the presence of complexity
of attitude and is, as we have seen, willing to accept it as
a guarantee of maturity. No one can doubt that the initial
problem for the reader is epitomised in the question "Who
says what?" and it is a question which Brooks does not
adequately answer. His claim that: “Elidt's criticism of
the present world is not merely the sentimental one, that
this happens to be the twentieth century after Christ and not

the seventeenth”l8

is not substantiated by many parts of the
poemn.

One of the severe limitations of Brooks' account: is
suggested by his own comment early in his essay: "In view
of the state of criticism with regard to the poem, it is

. =y . " 19
best for us to approach it frankly on the basis of theme".
The poem is, we are told; "based on a major contrast" and we
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"The contrast is between two kinds of life and two kinds of
death. ILife deveid of meaning is death; sacrifice, even the
sacrificial death, may be life-giving, an awakening to life.
The poem occupies itself to a great extent with this paradox,
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and with a number of variations upon it".

We have already seen in the earlier analysis of the

hyacinth passage that despite the unequivocal "I was neither/
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Living nor dead", Brooks is able to read i

tion: "that life at its highest moments of meaning and
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s

intensity resembles deaﬁch".zl When we read the comment on
the Philomela passage, however, we begin to.suSpect an al-
most arbitrary interpretation of the symbolism to make it fit
into the critic's scheme: "The Philomela passage, has
ancother importance, however. It is a commentary on how the
waste land became waste, it also repeats the theme of the
death which is the door to life, the theme of the dying god.
The raped woman becomes transformed through suffering into
the nightingale: through the violation comes the 'inviolable

‘w22

volce Brooks' other account of the symbol is just as

personal; he writes: "the violation of a woman makes a very
.good symhol for the process of secularization".23 It is.only
after he has decided what the poem is about that he could
interpret this symbol in these ways. ?he glosses are in
terms of Brooks' own diagnoses of the problems of the modern
world rather than Eliot's. This is amply demonstrated by the
quotations he adduces from Tate and Ransom; from Tate: "And
rich experience of the great tradition depicted in the room
receives a violent shock in contrast with a game that
symboliges the inhuman abstraction of tﬁe modern mind".24
Thus we read in Brocoks: "The abstract game in being used

in the contemporary waste land, as in the play, to cover up

25 Byt this

a rape and is a description of the rape itself®.
‘can, ironically, only be_ true on a very abstract level. The

poem is, we find, being read in terms of Brooks' belief that:



"Oour contemporary waste land is in large part the result of
. s . - . . u 26
our scientific attitude -- of our complete secularization".
But the other limitation of this sort of thematic
criticism is that is hlinds RBrooks to the tone of the poem.
It is dironic that a rhetorical critic who has written:
"[The poetl] can do no more than to try by various devices --
intimation, dramatic shock, change of tone, ironic confronta-
tion, and all the other rhetorical and poetic devices -~ to
wheedle or bludgeon his audience into attending to what he
has to say and, by bringing their faculties to alterness,
. , . o , . . wal
putting themselves in a position to apprehend his meaning.®
should remain at such a distance from the surface of the
poetry. It is as if he is deliberately ignoring the debased
parody of Shakespearian blank verse which makes up the first
part of "A Game of Chess" in order to enlarge upon Tate's
comment: "The woman . . .is, I believe, the symbol of man at
. 28 .
the present time". But an examination of the tone would

suggest that the incident is dramatically presented by a

sensibility which we distrust. The allusion to Antony and

Cleopatra reminds us of Enobarbus' account of her splendour
and makes us contrast it with the vulgarity of the scene with
which we are presented. But in the context, the word

“synthetic" is a sneer and we wonder whether the rest of the
protagonist's judgementé are based on such trivia. The verse

itself in its imprecision reflects the decadence it attempts
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to criticize. The butt of the following lines may be ex-
pensive tastelessness but the effect of bathos characterizes
the presenting consciousness as effetes

Huge sea-wood fed with copper

Burned green and orange, framed by the coloured stone,

In which sad light a carved dolphin swam.?29
We had seen how Brooks makes much of the significance of the
decorative myth but surely the assertion that "still the
world pursues" is a statemeﬁt by the protagonist; and the
sneer {there is no other word for it) in the following line:
"'Jug, Jug' to dirty ears." reminds us, if we had been able
to forget, that we must question his evaluations. The
presentation of an exceptionally neurotic altercation.iﬂ‘
unusually vulgar surroundings by a protagonist who, because
he has lost faith in the "withered stumps of time" is full
of despair: "I think we are in rats' alley", has been
taken by Brooks as a definitive account of the "modern world".
He is so intent upon thematic exegesis, e.g. "But the pro-
tagonist, L[reflects] thét in the waste land of modern life
even death is sterile -~ 'I think we are in rats' alley/Where
the dead men lost their bones’",30 that he does not question

the warrant for such evaluations.

In the essay on The Waste Land, then, there is

Jdittle of the close criticism which is the strength of

The Well-Wrought Urn. The account of the passage about the

typist and the young man carbuncular begins with a total



acceptance of the evaluation which, in Brooks' own terms,
it should concretely illustrate. "In the modern waste land

however even the relation between man and woman is also

31

sterile." "The incident between the typist and the

carbuncular young man is a picture of 'love' so exclusively

2
and practically pursued that it is not love at all.""2

We
immediately remark the introduction of oné of Brooks' taboo
ideas, practicality. The next sentence demonstrates Brooks'
cavalier disregard for distinctions that must be made: "The
tragic chorus to the scene is Tiresias, into whom perhaps

33

Mr. Eugenides may be said to modulate”. But Brooks has

just pointed out that Bugenides is a debauchee, whereas:
Tiresias is "the hisgtorical 'expert' on the relation be-
tween the sexes". It is cleaxly of the utmost importance
to know who isg presenting the incidentf But, in fact, the

presentation is so biased that we could accept Eugenides as
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tion that the human has been reduced to the mechanical in
the phrase "the human engine”. The sordidness of the typist's
life is stressed in the lines:
At the violet hour, the evening hour that strives
Homeward, and brings the sailor home from sea,
The typist home at teatime,

The juxtaposition emphasizes the prosaic nature of the

typist's homecoming as against the romance of a sailor home
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aversion to her way of life: '"clears her breakfast, lights/

L)

Her stove, and lays out food in tins. The mock heroic in:

"Oout of the window perilously spread/Her drying combinations
touched by the sun®s last rays", leads to a bathos which
after years of acquaintance with the poem never fails to jar.
As William Myers says, the line "has all the subtlety of a
1 L) . i 34 1 J ~

pre~pubescent schoolboy's dirty joke". The choice of the
detail indicates a pubescent sensibility. The snobbish
attitude of:

A small house agent's clerk, with one bhold stare,

One of the low on whom assurance sits

As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire.
is one which the reader rejects for its outmoded class pre-
judice. It is not the degradation of the incident which is
in doubt; we question the attitude towards it which we are
encouraged to share. The phrase "half~formed thought"”
implies that their automatic conduct is almost fitting; the
presentation tends to deprive the couple of their humanity.
Brooks would seem to be unaware of this; his comment is a
simple moral one which makes the incident fit into his
schematization of the poem: "The essential horror of the act
which Tirvesias witnesseg in the poem is that it is not
regarded as a sin at all -- is perfectly casuval, is merely

R u 35 i : 1

«the copulation of beasts". The act is nol nearly so

horrible as Brooks seems to think; what is most disturbking

in the passage is the disgust which the protagonist feel

m

and which makes him see these sufferers in the waste land



as mere machines: %"She smoothes her hailr with automatic

hand,/And puts a record on the gramophone". We may

return to the earlier quotation from Tate and question

whether the assumption that the scene can be taken as

representative of the relations between man and woman in

the modern world. Brooks' comment: "The reminiscence of

the lines from Goldswith's song . . .gives concretely and

36

ironically the utter break-down of traditional standards™

shows again his total acceptance of the position of the

biased obsgerver. This is, we suppose, one of the examples

of the typical method of the poem which he describes at the

n

end of his essay: . . .the statement of beliefs emerges

. o . . 37
through confusion and c¢ynicism -- not in spite of them".

But it is quite clear that in this passage the tone is

itself cynical.

It is now perhaps time to discuss the guestion which

is most urgently raised by Brooks' essay.

We find in the

brief theoretical discussions which begin and end it an

implicit recognition that his method is diametrically opposed

to the principles of contextualism. He writes: "I prefer,

however, not to raise just here the question of how important

it is for the reader to have an explicit intellectual account

of the various symbols and a logical account of their

. g

. . 38 . . , .
relationship". He recognises that some such account is
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"It may well be [my italicsd that such rationalization is no

more than a scaffolding to be got out of the way before we
contemplate the poem itself as poem“.39 The phrase "poem
itself as poem" represents the formalist pcle of Brooks'

theory. 1In the following passage in The Well-Wrought Urn,

we find him complaining in similar terms about the quality
of the reading public: ". . -a great deal of modern poetry
ig difficult for the reader simply because so few people,
relatively speaking, are accustomed to reading poetry as
poetry". He continues by pointing to the limitations of
the idea of poetry as communication: "The theory of
communication throws the burden of proof upon the poet,.
. 40
overwhelmingly and at once".
But Brooks himself has hardly been able to give us
an exemplary criticism of the poem as poem. We have already
shown that he does not sufficiently distinguish between his
own views and what he considers the view of the poemn. This
can reach absurd lengths as in the comment on the lines:
"0 Keep the Dog far hence,; that's friend to men,/Or with his
nails he'll dig it up again.™ Brooks writes: "I am inclined
to take the Dog (the capital letter is Eliot's) as Humanitari-
anism and the related philosophies which, in their concern,

extirpate the supernatural -- dig up the corpse of the buried

god and thus prevent the rebirth of life. For the general

41
g

idea, see Eliol's essay, 'The Humanism of Irving Babbitt'®.
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As if realising that this account of the "Dog" is really
quite arbitrary he adds in a footnote: "The reference is
perhaps more general still: it may include Naturalism, and
Science is the popular conception as the new magic which

will enable man to conguer his environment complefcely"V.(I‘2

But in broadening his account of the "symbol" he only makes
it c¢learer to us that he is investing it with his own meaning;
and that he seeg the poen referring directly to the world of

experience, In view of this we cannot accept the disclaimer

which we find near the end of the essay on The Waste Land

that: "The account given above is a statement merely of the
'prose meaning' and bears the same relation to the poem as

4 ; P w 43

does the 'prose meaning' of any other poem®.

Because of the movement in his emphasis from the

earlier books to The Hidden God, however, the way in which

he uses The Waste Land in his Retrospective Introduction

to Modern Poetry and the Tradition becomes quite acceptable.

We can see that he still shares the view of modernity which
he believes the poem expresses:

[Tidings of the spanning of the chasm between the
life of the emotions and attitudes within the poet,
and the universe outside himl might signal an end
to the waste-land experience, for if men could now
find in their own subjective life something that
corresponds to what Mr. Hall calls the Yold
objective life of shared ezperience" then they
would have re-established a rapport with nature
and restored the community of values, the loss of
which wasted the land. The guickening rain for
which the protagonist in "The Waste Land" yearned
would at last have begun to fall.44
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But there is none of the sleight of hand which first
isolates a theme and then precludes criticism of it by the
suggestion that we should really read "the poem as poem".
The interpretation of the poem and the poem itself are
honestly opened to the sort of criticism we find in David

Craig's essay, "The Defeatism of The Waste Land".45

One chief limitation of Brooks' approach to The
Waste Land is that he is not contextualist enough to pay
attention to the tone and texture of the verse. He is not,
therefore, led to doubt the quality of the sensibility which
presents the material. He does not come to terms with the
poetic duplicity which invokes mythic structures, Dante;

Augustine, etc., as warrants for what is often a superficial

analysis of modernity. Another is that he gives an account

of the poem asg communication while implicitly denying that
the communication is made. In view of his agrecement: "that
poetry is & 'natural' activity, one of the fundamental

s ) e n n 46
human activities and not as esoteric one'", the reader
could perhaps fairly have expected a discussion of the
peculiar problems raised in reading this most esoteric poem
but all we get is another disclaimer, already gquoted: "I
prefer, however, not to raise just here the question of how
important it is for the reader to have an explicit intellec~
tual account of the various symbols and a logical account of

their relaticnships".4] Brooks' account of the "bundle of

. . . 48 : .
guotations with which the poem ends® is ingenious but who
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can hold them together as he reads the last part of the poem?
Does he really face the question of whether the reader can
bear the weight of responsibility which has been thrown upon

. 49
him?

The most valuable aspect of Brooks'

approach ig the
emphasis on close reading. It is easily separated from the
idea of poem as unigue object from which it arose. John
Holloway has pointed to the common genealogy of poetic
language and of ordinary lahguage: "Literature, of course,
is more highly organized, more animated, more subtle than
anything in ordinary speech -- sometimes incomparably so -
and it both demands a more intent, trained attention, aﬁd

th |
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can penetrate the guality of experience with greater, w

even explosive force. But its germ, its monocellular pro- i
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totype is one of the familiar modes of ordinary speech”.

Brooks has given The Well-Wrought Urn a good example of the

working of "intent, trained attention" on lyric poetry. His
practice is a continual reminder that we should‘doubt the
adequacy of paraphrase. We should pay infinite attention to
the poetic object before we are willing, as he is in

The Hidden God, to compare it finally to our own view of

experience. It is this comparison which makes the reading

of poetry vital. Anything less is mere antiquarianism. AS

Brooks himself savys: "Tf poetry exists as poetrv in an
Y Y ¥

meaningful sense, the attempt {[to view it 'sub specie

aeternitatis'] must be made"a57



CHAPTER ‘TIT

DUBIOUS SYNTHESIS

Frye's work arouses passionate response. Philip
Hallie ends his review of four of Frye's books thus: "It
seems plain that Frye's supreme system cannot be taught or
learned, let alone further developed, because it is made up
of impenetrable paradox, profound incoherence, and a bold
but ultimately arbitfary disregard for the facts of literary
experience".l At the close of his article: "Mr. Frye and
Evaluation"™, John Frazer refers to Frye as "someone who ig
probably doing more to bring discredit upon litervary studies

s

than anyone else now writing". W. K. Wimsatt writes near

the beginning of his essay on Frye: "I always write

respectfully of literary theori"ts"3 but by the end it is

impossible to agree with him: "Poetry itself is nowadays
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as a kind of forgery, that is, a bold visionaxy mistake™,
It is not difficult to see why Frye is so contro-
versial. He proposes a structure for literary criticism
which will include within its conceptual scheme all the
efforts of other men. Despite his disclaimers he clearly

intends to provide "a conceptual framework which criticism

5 . . .
alone posscages”” with the system described in the Anatomy.
As many of his critics have pointed out Frye is an over-

O
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reacher, a man of hubris. His proclivity for establishing
categories is seen from the early Anatomy to his recent

article in Daedalus in which he talks of the "myth of

concern",6 the "myth of freedom"7 and the "educational
Contract".8 It often makes his work almost incomprehensibla
without a glossary. Wimsatt has shown that Frye recently
does not use his own terms with consistenéy_.9 Frye may be
right in believing that the language lacks terms for some

of his distinctions; but it is arguable that the obscure
terminology 1s sometimes used as a disguise. Ultimately, as
definition succeeds definition, the reader begins to suspect
Frye of creating an imaginative universe of his cown. The
reiterated argument that criticism is not parasitic clears
the ground for such creationf Frye tells us that the
Menippean satire or anatomy "At its most concentrated . . .

presents us with a vision of the world in terms of a single

from the story makes for violent dislocations in the custo-
mary logic of narrative, though the appearance of careless-
ness that results reflects only the carelessness of the
reader or his tendency to judge by a novel-centered con-

. e oo es o ow L0 . .
ception of fiction'. While delivering a sharp rap on the
knuckles to his critics, Frye is also identifying his own

Yintellectual structure" as, in a certain sense, a "vision®

mh
L1}

- O B | 4o [
careful reader will not, thereif

m

he reads in the recent article in Daedalus that: "The
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function of criticism is to go on doing what literature
: f 11 ll i . a2 =
itself does'. The reader's annoyance at finding that what
is proclaimed as "an impersonal body of consolidating

12 . .
knowledge® is really a Neo-Blakean construct, is surely
quite comprehensible.

BEqually disturbing ere the brief world histories of

the imagination which Frye introduces into the Anatomy,

The Educated Imagination and the recent Daedalus article.
They skate over so many issues which to others seem crucial
that they tend to provecke derision. More infuriating is
the patronising attitude adopted to those who isolate as
crucial the issues which Frve ignores: "belief [associated
with historical factl is really a voluntarily induced
schizophrenia, and is probably a fruitful source of the
infantilism and the hysterical anxieties about belief which
are so frequently found in the neighbourhood of religion, at
e o b 13 .
least in its more uncritical areas". Had Frye been around
to informNietzgsche that the modern crisis of belief "is
C e , . - . enld
really a crisis in understanding the language of belief
the latter would not perhaps have spent the last year
of his life in an asylum.

On the following passage from The Morality of

Scholarship these who differ from Frye are rhetorically

“deprived of responsibility: "Today, most responsible

theologians would agree that the statement 'There is a God'

. 4t - e e 15
is of very little religious and no moral significance".
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The rancor such statements provoke will not, however, lead
to a greater understanding of Frye, though it is often an
aspect of the response his work occasions. It will be more
profitable to examine his article: "Criticism, Visible and
Invisible"l6 in ordexr to show how his rhetoric is used to
avoid making essential distinctions between good and bad
evaluative criticism.

In this article Frye distinguishes between knowledge

"nous is . . .the same knowledge as diancia: it is the

relation between knower and known that is different. The
difference is that something conceptual has become existen-

17

. . . ; e 18
tial®. Since "literature presents the same distinction®

only the dianoia of literature can be directly taught. As
of literature and the body of knowledge which for Frye
constitutes "criticism" are rigorously distinguishedf While
Frye does not deny the existence of the nous of literature
and pute a high price on it -- "Nothing we can teach a
student is an acceptable substitute for the faith that a
higher kind of contact with literature is };)0553.'1‘01«9"']"9 -
criticism is always cut off from it. Literary criticism
cannot,; therefore, be concerned with'wisdom,

He then goes on to give his reasons for the con-

viction that evaluation can have no place in his pubescent

social scier 2 "Criticism [which sees Skelton and Wyatt



as 'lesser' poets] had to be superceded by a democratising
of literary experience, not merely to do justice to undexr-
rated poets, but to revise the whole attitude to literature
in which a poet could be judged by standards derived from

. is clearly

ancother poet, however much 'greater This
no substential criticism of evaluation in itself but only

of its weaker examples where a poet is judged "by standards
derived from another poet". Evaluative criticism, Frye
continues, depends on the idea of taste: "The conception of
taste is a popular one bheca rs it confers great social

. ces w21 . s . .
prestige on the critic®. In view of the earlier emphasis

on the word "democratising® it becomes clear that this is
by no means an objective argument; it is, rather, the

playing of one social prejudice against another. Frye would

be guite right to censure the stand of "taste'" if it were

!J"

merely being used by a critic to increase his "social

21

prestige' but if this is so, Frye convicts himself of the
same malpractice: what is the following sentence if it is
not an evaluative comment? "Ezra Pound, T. S. BEliot,
Middleton Murray, F. R. Leavig, are only a few of the eminent
critics who have abused Milton. Milton's greatness as a
s . ul? . .
poet is unaffected by this. . . . It is evaluation,
furthermore, which admits no guestioning. Whatever may be

said of the inappropriateness of Leavis® atitempt in his work

on Paradise Lost, to apply the criteria of lyric poetry to

epic poetry, he did at least argue his point. In Frye there



is evaluation masquerading as final statement. The evalua-
tive stance 1s usually caricatured in Frye as one which only
permits purely negative or positive judgementsf But one of
the characteristic terms in the critical vocabulary of
Leavis, whom Frye implicitly attacks in most of his discus-
sions of evalual: 1, is the word “placing"f This word suggests
that the procedure is far more discriminating and subtle

than Frye allows. Frye goes on to caricature furtherx.

Talking of the "X is a failure because" formula, he writes:

"nothing can follow 'because' except some kind of pseudo-

s ., 23 - s .
critical moral anxiety”. ¥or Frye the critical sphere is

one in which only demonstrable factual knowledge is permitted.
Intangibles such as wisdom, intangible because based on

subjective preference, can have no place there. Wise and

) o . 23
as the products of '"pseudo-critical moral anxiety".

After another judgement -- "Eliot's 'Prufrock' [isl one of the

. o . 24 .
most penetrating poems of our time" -— Frye writes:

". . .as one goes on [reading through the recent reprint of

Scrutinyl one has the feeling that . . .concern, which is

there and is a very real virtue, gets deflected at some

crucial point, and is prevented from fully emerging out of
(3 () - 2 E i 25 T~ 7]
the shadow-battle of anxieties”,. Frye does not tell us

precisely where this crucial point is; but more important
ig the way in which the issues which concerned the Scrutiny

critics are dismissed as mere "shadow-battlelsl". Apparently
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Scrutiny's diagnosis of modernity was merely a superficial

one, probably based on a castration complex.
Consider the following passage:

There are two contexts in which a woxk of liter-
ature is potential, an internal context and an
external one. Internally, the writer has a
potential theme and tries to actualise it in what
he writes. Externally, the literary work,
actualised in itself, becomes a potential
experience for student, critic, or reader. A
"bad" poem or novel is one in which, so the
critic feels, a potentisl literary experience

has not been actualised. Such a judgement
implies a consensus: the critic speaks for all
critics, even if he happens to be wrong. But

an actualised work of literature may still fail
to become an actualised experience for its
reader. The judgement here implies withdrawal
from a consensus: however many critics may like
this I don't. The first type of judgement be-
longs primarily to the critical reaction to con-
temporary literature, reviewing and the like,
where a variety of new authors are struggling

to establish their authority. The second type
belongs primarily to the tactics of critical
pressure groups that attempt to redistribute

the traditional valuations of the writers of the
past in order to display certain new writers,
usually including themselVves, to better advantage.
There is no genuinely critical reason for
"revaluation". Both activities correspond in the
sexual life to what Freud calls the "polymorphous
perverse", the preliminaries of contact with the
object. Judicial criticism, or reviewing, is
necessarily incomplete: it can never free itself
from historical variables such as the direct
appeal of certain in-group conventions to the
gophisticated critic.26

Here again is the simplification which suggests that
evaluation cannot progress beyond a grunt of "Good" or "Bad".
There is also a reduction of the role of critic to an arbitex

of the quality of literary technique. Henry B, Veatch's
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irony is rather heavy~handed but this comment on a passage
in Clarendon is to the point here:

-+ + .One can, if one wishes -~- and perhaps one
must, if one is a professor of English literature
-= let oneself be transported into raptures over
the excellence of Clarendon's literary art as
displayed in this passage. Yet it would seem that
the really significant thing about the piece is
not merely that it is so well done, but that it

is so undeniably informative and instructive.

It tells something about the man, Thomas Wentworth,
as well as something about man and human life =-
and what it tells is true, is significant, and
is of a sort that any human being needs to know.

27

The critic, even as Frye depicts him in his most recent
writings, especially the avticle in Daedalus, is concerned
'with the way in which the knowledge he has accumulated can
be related to the world around him. He is not just con-~
cerned with whether or not the experience is "actualised"
but with the quality of the communication. Secondly the
evaluative critic only becomes a dictator if he is read by
uncritical minds: he presenfs an account of the work which

he has tried to strip of eccentricity; and agreement on the

account obviously precedes agreement as to value. He does

not categorise works into the actualised or the non~actualised;

he attempts to show what is communicated and to evaluate
that communication. The rhetoric in the sentence beginning:
"The second type . . ." relies on the assumption that we find

throughout Frye that "Judicial criticism . . .can never free

e

tself from historical variables”. Only a fool or a saint

could claim that his standpoint was based securely upon a
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complete comprehensionof eternal verity. But some responses
are more dependent on historical variables than others; somne
readings are more idiosyncratic than others. Frye himself

has given, in The Well~Tempered Critic, an excellent account

of the way in which he was able to purge his own response
of an irrelevant associlation. He concludes: "This purely
subjective and associative response did not interfere with
2 e 4 e a1 20
my actual critical judgement". It may be that, as Frye
says: "Every deliberately constructed hierarchy of values in
literature known to me is based on a concealed social, moral :
. n.29 .
or @ intellectual analogy"; but this need be no reason to
attempt to make criticism value-free. It is rather a spur
to seek a standpoint based on an (inevitably dim) appre-
hension of truth. The fashionable cynicism of the final
phrase: "in order to display certain new writers, usually
including themselves, to better advantage" can be easily
dismissed. It is based on the assumption that the worst
practices of a small minority of poet-critics inevitably
discredit the attempts of all others. The reference to
: . ' . . 30
Freud connects with Frye's present use of the word "anxiety".
The implicit suggestion is that any moral intensity must find
its roots in maladjustment; and that the criticisms displaying
.1t would be of more interest to the psychoanalyst than the

seeker after knowledge. But finer distinctions than this

can be made. It is possible to admire the early work of Yvor
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Winters and to find his last book, Forms of Discovery, to be

flawed by precisely the sort of anxieties that Frye suggests
are an attribute of all evaluative criticism.

The attempt to displace evaluation from its central
place in literary criticism is made by Frye with a view to
enthroning his own method. His totalitarian claims are made
to appear more modest in the following passage by the use of
the innocent phrase "above all": "The central activity of
criticism, which is the understanding of literature, is
essentially one of establishing a context for the works of
literature being studied. This means relating them to othex
things: to their context in the writer's life, in the
writer's time, in the history of literature, and above all in
the total structure of literature itsélf or what I call the
order of wards",3l But these claims are nevertheless there. i
The highest priority becomes relating rather than judging
and the categories of the Anatomy are clearly intended to
facilitate such relating. If Frye offered his method as a
helpful handmaiden to the understanding of literature it
would be acceptable. If he merely sug§ested that the post- ;
ponement of evaluation can often lend to better comprehension
his emphasis could be congidered useful. His ingistence
on the central importance of the Bible and Classical
mythology in literary education is obviously justified.

His writings bring a daunting intelligence possessed of

remarkable scholarship into the field of literary criticism.



His wish to purge criticism of prejudice and his wish to
establish a value-free body of knowledge are both noble.

But the claims he makes for hig method must, nevertheless,

be rejected. He believes that his system bypasses the
troubling guestions of belief aboult which all earlier critics
have squabbled: "I do not believe that there are different
'schools' of criticism today, attached to.different and
irreconcilable metaphysical assumptions . . . .In particular,
the notion that I belong to a school or have invented a
school of mythical or archetypal criticism reflects nothing

>
, 32
but confusion about me".

This claim is guite unacceptable.
Behind Frye's system is the fact/value distincticn which
will be considered in the discussion of the Anatomy which
follows. Frye also makes cexrtain assumptions concerning the
essentially religious nature of poetic production which are
examined in the following paragraphs.
For Frye, as for Blake, "Inspiration is the artist's
. s C o . + u 34
empirical proof of the divinity of his imagination®. Frye
0 3 s i 2 LA |I35 =
argues in the Anatomy that the poet is the "midwife of
the poem. He deduces this from the fact that revision is
possible. The fact "that a poet can make changes in a poem
not because he likes them better but because they are better,
shows clearly that the poet has to give birth to the poem
. o ce s -w 36 v
as 1t passes through his mind". But this is not a con-

vincing argument. 7The poet may just as well revise in ordex

to make his communication more precise. Frye mentions
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Nietzche as a modern example of an inspired creator. But
Nietzsche was obviously far from believing that "all

- : - s . w 37 .
vislonaries speak with the voice of God". The passage to
which Fryve refers reads as follows: "If one had the slightest
residue of superstition left in one's system, one could
hardly reject altogether the idea that one is merely in-
carnation, merely mouthpiece, merely a medium of over

+ : 11 38 ) T 2

powering forces'. Nietzsche, however, had rejected every
residue of superstition. Frye is clearly following Blake
c s e . e . . w39 L.
in "identifying God with human imagination". This helps
to explain the religious metaphors which abound in his
writings. The title of the article that is being considered,
"Criticism, Visible and Invisible” is such a metaphor; the

last paragraph of the Daedalus article hints at one; in the

Anatomy Frye talks of "the still center of the order of

490 . s R . . Co .
words". This identification cf literature in its variety
ord is isolated in Frye's com

written in 1953, four years before the publication of the
Anatomy. "[Coleridge is led] in criticism to the tonception

of all literature as contained within an order of words

41

identical with one personal Word". This idea, writes

Frye, is "perhaps his greater legacy to modern thought
Y P g Yy _

o
and one still unexnlored".4“ It can be profitably compared
3 8 Y D

with Shelley's reference to "that great poem [of] all poets",43

o . Fh 41 hda ot cast ome
Frye exp th in his publications,
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largely supnressing the transcendental emphasis which is only
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seldom allowed to peep through the secular fabric. He is,
therefore, committed to what can be considered an extreme
view of the nature of literature. It is a view, however,
which guarantees the value of literary studies; they became
the contemplation and systematisation of the Word. It is,
likely, therefore, that the reader who does not accept this
view will find difficulty in seeing the vélue of the
programme for criticism which Frye delineates. An examina-
tion of the Anatomy will lead to a consideration of this
problem and also to the other assumptions which underlie
Frye's method.

The fact that Frye distinguishes criticism from-
literature hasg already been noted in the discussion of
"Criticism, Vigible and Invisib;e“. In the Anatomy the

distinction is made with the help of scientific analogy:

"Physics is an organised body of knowledge about nature, and

4,
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it says he is learning physics, not nature.

Art, like nature, has to be distinguished from the systematic
PR . . Y ¥ S P .

study of it, which is cxriticism". This analogy is mis-

leading. The nature which physics studies and considers

to be morally neutral cannot be compared with works of

literature which by their very nature embody values. More

notable is the fact that the critic who wishes to make

literary criticism autonomous should look to other

9 et e A A o ~mm Loovswn d oo om0
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¥rye ostensibly believes that the iwmportation of
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the principles of other subjects results in irrelevance and
has been forced on criticism by a "power vacuum“f "As
literature is not itself an organiséd structure of knowledge,
the c¢ritic has to turn to the conceptual framework of the
historian for events, and to that.of the philosopher for
ideas."45 This situation has resulted in. the invocation of
irrelevant criteria of judgement. This is because criticism
had not progressed in the way in which the natural and
social sciences have. If, £herefore, criticism follows
science's lead it will first need to regard the works of

1]

“literature as “"phenomena" to be explained in terms of a

conceptual framework which criticism alone possesses‘461 It
will, therefore, have to make "the assumption of total co-
herence. Simple as this assumption a@pears, it takes a very
long time for a science to discoverxr that it is in fact a

47

totally intelligible body of knowledge". Frye gives the

example of "the birth of physics from ‘natural philosophy'

48 But while

and of sociology from 'moral philosophy'".
sociology may be said to be "a totally intelligible body

of knowledge"” it can hardly be said to contain within itself
the meaﬂs to discuss what it is most important to know. It
is only by stepping outside the boundaries of the subject
that we can examine whether the knowledge which it is

providing is valuable or not. We have already examined the

way in which Cleanth Brooks is forced by an excessive and



nmisplaced regard for scientific.achievement to accept science
as the sublunary arbiter of truth. We find that in Frye the
regard for scientific progress is, in one sense, the deepest
motivation for his arguments. While Frye claims to be
freeing criticism from the bondage of other disciplines he
is,; in fact, by choosing anothexr discipline as a model for
his methodology, merely changing the prisén. Furthermore
criticism is chained by Frye to disciplines within which the
most important question man asks, "how to live?" cannot be
discussed. He does notravoid moral commitments by this
approach. For the determination to make a human activity
value free is, in iteelf, a moral commitment.

Tha distinction between facts and values is cleaily
made in the following passage: "Bhakespeare, we say was one
of a group of English dramatists working around 1600, and
also one of the great poets of the world. The first part of
this is a statement of fact,.the second a value judgement
so generally accepted as to pass for a statement of fact.
But it is not a statement of fact. It remains a value
judgement, and not a shred of systematic criticism can ever
be attached to it".49 This is true only on Frye's premises.

Consider Macbeth's speech which begins:  "If it were done

when 'tis done, then 'twere well/It were done quickly,".



57

After enumerating some impossible conditions: "If it were
done . . .if the assassination . . .that but this blow"
Macbeth savs that were they fulfilled, "We'd jump the life
to cdme". But his mind, although it is fighting to throw
off any moral fetters, is unable to do so:

this even~handed justice
1

Commends the ingredients of our poison'd chalice
To our own lips.

Despite his declared willingness to "jump the life to come”
his use of the phrasé "deep damnation" shows an internal
acceptance of evaluations which his conscious mind is
attempting to reject. He displays hie awareness of the
motive driving him to the deed:
I have no spur

To prick the sides of my intent, but only

Vaulting ambition . . . .
The unworthiness of the nature is emphasised by his own

earlier invocation of moral criteria implicit in the words

_— a1 ) § B —~ —— n

trust®, "meek", "clear". This speech presents us with
certain facts about Macbeth which, while helping to illustrate
his nature, also lead us to understand him and to évaluate

his aétions. Here is a man unable to cut himself loose from
the moral strictures he is attempting to deny. When he goes
against his nature as man, life becomes utterly meaningless
for him; as we see in the speech beginning "Tomorrow, and

tomorrow, and tomorrow". This tells us something which is

)
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that Sheakespeare is,; through the character of Macketh
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illustrating for us something "of a sort that any human
\ _ub0 . s
being needs to know makes his writing valuable. The
preceding account is no more than a crude summary of the
passage; it is, however, not necessary for the present
argument to show the way in which the poet avoids mere
moralising commonplace by doing justice to the complexity
— . 51 , e . i s
of experience. Frye says that "all commentary is allegori-
1 f D2 - .
cal interpretation and perhaps the commentary here offered
is more crudely allegorical than it should be. But it has
perhaps been shown that Shakespeare's greatness as a poet
is not so indemonstrable as Frye believes.
Later in his introduction Frye refers to the modern
progress in the study of ethics, which, he says, should be
taken by criticism as an example:
Criticism, in short, and aesthetics generally, must
learn to do what ethics has already done. There
was a time when ethics could take the simple form
of comparing what man does with what he ought to
do, known as the good. The "good" invariably turned
out to be whatever the author of the book was
accustomed to and found sanctioned by hig community.
Ethical writers now, though they still have values,
tend to look at their problems rather differently.
P
But a procedure which is hopelessly outncded in
ethics is still in vogue among writers on aesthetic
problems.53
The third sentence is historicist in the sense in which
George P. Grant defines historicism as "the belief that the
*values of any culture were relative to the absolute pre-

suppositions of that culture which were themselves historically

determined, and that therefore men could not in theix
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reasoning transcend their own epoch"},s4 Secondly, what Frye
assumes is a great leap forward in ethics has been referred
to by Mary Warnock as "the increasing triviality of the
subject".55 We need not labour the point. It has become
increasingly clear that Frye, for all his denials, is taking
up a philosophical position. As George P. Grant puts it:
", . .the fact-value distinction is not self-~evident, as is
often claimed. It assumes a particular account of moral
. . ' . s 56
judgement, and a particular account of objectivity" and
he goes on to talk of the "metaphysical rxoots of the fact-

o . 57 . . '
value distinction. It follows that by espousing Frye's
critical method we are involved, perhaps unwittingly, iﬁ
a metaphysical embrace with assumptions that, seen for what
they are, could lose their attraction. Let us rehearse
Frye's avrgument: literary values cannot be deduced from
literaryjfacts; such values are merely subjective preferences
or the result of social prejudices; subiective preferences
cannot constitute anwiedge; criticism must, like science,
constitute an ever—~growing body of knowledge; such knowledge
‘must, therefore, be gathered by a value-free inductive analysis
of literary phenomena. But before this analysis can take
place some account has to be taken of the fact that much of
what is generally accepted as literature seems to be inte-

grally involved with valuas. Some theory has, therefore,

to be found which will minimise this aspect of literature.
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Certain sentences in the Anatomy -~ "a poem's meaning

is literally its pattern or integrity as a verbal structure"SS

or "What the poem meant to say, then, is, literally the poem

Fu59

itself -~ gsound as 1if they were written by the young

Cleanth Brooks. Such statements involve the reader in all
the problems of formalism which were discussed in the essay
on Brooks. .Frye is gquite unequivocal in asserting that
"verbal structures may be classified according to whetherxr

the final direction of meaning is outward or inward. In

descriptive or assertive writing the final direction is

outward . . . In all literary verbal structures the final

. . . . . 60 ) . . . .
direction of meaning is inward". In literature it 1is

foolish to demand a common-sense account of reality.

"Literary meaning may best be described, perhaps, as

0l

hypothetical. Frye talks of “the great strength of

-~

. 2 . . . -
symballsme"6 and believes that "the achieving of an

acceptable theory of literal meaning in criticism rests on

2
o2

a relatively recent development in literature". He is

accepting the idea, which was found in the earlier chapter
on Brooks to stem from Kant, that literature offers different

~

. . 64 . .
"symbolic formulations® of reality which cannot be compared

to any higher reality established by, say, logic. Frye
follows Blake in believing that "the world we desire and
create with our imaginations is both better and more real

65

than the world we see". It is true that Frye has written
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that "Literature is clearly as much a technique of communi-

. s n 66 , .
cation as associative verbal structures are". But what is
communicated is one man'g vision or belief. Since as Blake
puts it "BEvery thing possible to be believed is an image of

67 . : .
truth®, every communication becomes unigue and autonomous
and ceannot be compared to any absolute standard of truth.
Criticism can do no more than seek formal parallels.

The analogies with music which occur throughout

68 | g X . .

the Anatomy also suggest that the emphasis, at this stage
of Frye's criticism, is upon the formal aspects of literature.
At the beginning of the third essay of the Anatomy we find
an analogy with painting: "In the art of painting it is
— (s . U r - : ] ~ e 6 9
easy to see both structural and representational elements”.
In the paragraph which takes this analogy further, Frye
tells us that we must "stand back" from a work of literature

- L1} . - : 2 - . 1 70
to see the "archetypal organisation®. Granted such a
formalism, the unifying conceptual framework cf the discipline
will necessarily be one which sets together the patterns
which works have in common. As Frye put it in "Myth, Fiction
and Displacement™: "In literature, whatever has a shape has

; w 11 ,
a mythical shape". The very fact that he tends to see
literary works in space rather than in time demonstrates an
insistence on the formal at the expense of the communicative.
Frye's denial of the essentially centrifugal aspect
of literary works is essential for his frequent attacks on
1

2

censorship which he associates with evaluative criticismn
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throughout his published work. He believes that the basis

of censorship is "the belief that good and bad can he

o8]

. . . . ) . 7
determined as inherent qualities in the literary woxk".

For Frye this is not so: "the difference between good and
bad is not something inherent in literary works themselves
but the difference between two ways of using literary

s g 14 R . _ . -
experlience”. Furthermore, to see any clear line of

75 . . . '
between literature and life is to pervert one's

"connexion"
reading. All works exist in a world of possibility. To
watch horror and cruelty on the stage is, for Frye, to
experience "the exhilaration of standing apart from them and

76

being able to see them for what they are®. The more we

experience such iwmitations "the less likely we are to find

77 Frye is

an unthinking pleasure in cruel or evil things".
inconsistent; he first says that literature is neither

good nor bad but can only be used well or ill; he goes on

to point to the inevitability of moral improvement from

the experience of literature. But Frye's is not the only

way of seeing the effects of literature. A work offers

an account of one aspect of our 1ifé, or, if it is a great
one, of much that seems most important in life. The very
fact that it is an account, an interpretation, prevents it
?rom ever being purely negative. No work merely presents
life. Because of the vefy nature of language it is extremely

difficult, perhaps impossible, to avoid implicit evaluations



of the subject matter which is presented in any literary
work. If this is so it is clear that literary works are
inherently ethical. It is, therefore, possible to judge
literary works from an ultimately ethical standpoint. But
the judgement is never a simple beatification or excommuni-
cation. The critic is able, like Siddhartha in Hesse's
novel, to see that there are different ways for different
nmen., The Christian will, however, be unable to view the

account of life given in Henry Miller's Tropic of Cancer

as the noblest and best lifef While he may believe that

the -books of de Sade are essentially pernicious, he will not
burn them because he has the highest regard for the
individual's frecdom to discriminate. All that is left

to him is rational argument and comparison between works
based upon rational argument. <He could offer Tolstoi's

. . . . 78
as an alternative view of human sexuality to de Sade's.

>flections
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Frye heaps scorn on this position in his es:s
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ay "R
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in a Mirror". He says that if students are taught Rimbaud
or Kafka or Lawrence or Dostoyevsky "The result is that the
students write more or less competent essays about the
passion, power, anguish, etc?, of these authors and go on
about their business, while the teacher ig in the position

of saying, like a chairman at a lecture, 'I am sure we are all

deeply grateful to Mr. Rimbaud (and the othexrs) for having

Q

ontributed such a distinctive note to our understanding

. 80 Co . .
£ human life'™, This is a vulgar caricature of potentially

0
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noble pedagogic endeavour. Frye does, however, despite
quibbles later in the paragraph, concede that this manner of
teaching literature is possible. Another conclusion from the
facts which Frye details is therefore possiblef He wants
criticism to retreat from direct experience into a realm in
which talk of "moral dignity, intensity and Compassion“8l is
merely irrelevant. Criticism would, on the contrary, do
better to become more robust in its resbonse to the works of
modernityf It should not merely reflect; it should undexr-
stand and evaluate: In Frye's own terms, the student he
refers to are taking as true the evaluation of authors of

the ironic age. It is significant that it is only authérs
ofbthis age that he mentionsf To put it at its most extreme,
Plato should be taught beside Nietzschef Criticism should
first attempt to examine what Plato and Nietzsche séy about
human 1ife? This examination would ideally take up many life-
times; but meanwhile the critic has to live the only life he
is certain cof; and in order to do so as a thinking man he
will have to make provisional judgements concerning the
truth of what is saidf He may choose to communicate such
judgements; but argument should proceed from a vital aware-
nesg of the fact that we can do no more than "see through a
.glass, darkly". Some degree of argeément upon what is said

must clearly precede any evaluation.



65

Having got centrifugal meaning safely out of the way
Frye can proceéd to lay the foundations of this new body of
knowledge? He frequently denies that his chief purpose
is mere classification; "The purpose of criticism by genres
is not so much to classify as to clarify such traditions and
affinities, thereby bringing out a large number of literary
relationships that would not be noticed as long as there were
no context established fox them",82 or "the object is not
to 'fit' poems into categories, but to show empirically how
conventional archetypes get embodied in conventional
_genres",83 But criticism has always recognised the relevance
of knowledge of the genre of a work tce the task of under-
standing its full meaning? What, then, is original about
Frye's scheme if it not a more complete and fhorough
categorisation of literary works? Categorisation is not
an end in itself and can only justify itself if it leads to
fruitful comparison; but within Frye's non-evaluative system
there is no room for such comparisong If we return for a
moment. to the analogy with the natural sciences we find that
the mastery of a body of kncewledge about nature, called
physics can lead to technology which at least has potential
valuve in improving human lifef Mastery of a body of knowledge
rabout literature, however, will lead to a cxiticism which
can only be its own justificationf Frye says that: "The

original ewxperience [of literaturel is like the direct vision
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of color,; or the direct sensation of heat or cold, that
physics 'explains' in what, from the point of view of the
experience itself is a guite irrelevant way".g4 The analogy

breaks down when we realise that seeing the color green and

reading Macbeth are not really similar experiences. Sensation

does not involve the rational mind in the same way as does
a complex literary work? The explanation of Macbeth by a
methodology derived from physics is‘therefore likely to
prove ultimately "quite irrelevant":

Frye seems to realise that i1f values are deliberately
ignored in the "phenowmena", they will find no legitimate
place in the conclusions derived from the study of those

phenomena; so he tries to introduce them by the back door.

He says that the Anatomy "takes certain literary values for

granted as fully established by critical experience",gJ and
taking their warrant from this -assertion value~judgements

are found scattered thick in the Anatomy. They can only

be fitted into Frye's systewm by insisting on the distinction
between experience and criticismf Criticism cannot have

'any business with value judgements hut the experience itself
in a mysterious way establishes them? The "direct experience
which is central to criticism" is "forever excluded from

"i‘t" ° 86

In the private realm we may find George Eliot better
than Spillane, but we cannot say so in the public realm of

criticism. Criticism is thus cut off from all that is most
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urgent in ocur contact with literaturef If, howevear, Frye
stuck to his distinction, we could admire his consistencyf
But when he writes in the Anatomy -~- "There is no reason
why a sociologist should not work exclusively on litevary
material, but if he does he should pay no attention to
literary valuesf In hig field Horatio Alger and the writer
of the Elsie books may well be more important than Hawthorne
or Melville“87 —-—- it is lmpossible to ignore the fact that
Frye offers no warrant foxr these literary Valuesf Since they
have been relegated to the domain of subjective preference,
there they must ch—imau'.nAu Consequently the critic can give no
intelligible reason in public for working on Milton ratﬁer
than Blackmoref,88 This 1s obviously to create artificial
distinctions which verge on the absurd. Frye's reluctance

to abandon value-judgements completely is, however,.underw
standable,; becavse he is constantly aware of the need to
justify the study of literaturef The critic who will

justify his study must first become totally catholic in
taste: "He develops from hero-worship towards total and
indiscriminate acceptance: there is nothing 'in his field'

8%

that he is not prepared to read with interest™. Frye's

account is again essentially artificial because it is
clearly impossible for anyone to read evervything "in his

«

field", Ag John Frazer ironically puts it: "Personally

I have read, I suppose, almost all of the agreeable Australian
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detective novels of Arthur Upfield, and there is certainly
nothing guite like them, but I doubt that we shall ever see

a course in them made compulsory for graduate students at
Toronto""go But let us conceive of a voracious and energetic
reader who has mastered his "field"? He will turn to what
Frye calls "ethical criticism": "We may call this ethical
criticism, interpreting ethics not as a rhetorical comparison
of social facts to predetermined wvalues, but as the con-

91 This is

sciousness of the presence of society"f
exceptionally vague and the next sentence is no more precise:
"As a critical category this would be the sense of the real
presence of culture in the community”c92 But Frye has ﬁold
us neither what he understands by culture nor the manner in

which the Yreal presence"

will make itself felt. His system
would seem to have made it impossible for the views of life
embodied in the works of the past to be validly compared with
the views of life in the works of the present. But we find
that this is precisely what Frye desires: "Ethical criticism,
then, deals with art as a communication from the past to the
present, and is based on the conception of the total and
simultaneous possession of past culture"f93 We are, we
assume, to possess the imaginative, (in Frye's terms), views
of life of Plato and Nietzsche but to make no judgement:

"The dialectic axis of criticism, then, has as one pole the

total acceptance of the data of literature, and as the other
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the total ecceptance cof the potential values of that data".gL

Reality does not really intrude on Frye to make choice be-
tween mutually exclusive "potential values® impossible to
avoid.

For the Frye of the Anatomy skepticism is imperative:
"One's definite position is one's weakness, the source of

. ‘s s 9
one's liability to error and prejudice". But one could as

Ul

well say that one's definite position is one's strength,
the source of one's liability to truth and tolerancef A
fuller discussion of this point must however, bke postponed
until we have more fully examined Frye's developmentf He
writes in the Anatomy of "the conception of art as havigg

a relation to reality which is neither direct nor negative,
s aw 96 . § B iy .

but potential". The ultimately Kantain basis of his

convictions again becomes evident when he talks of "the

conception of literature as existing in its own universe,

no longer a commentary of life and reality, but containing
. . , . e w97

life and reality in a system of verbal relationships®.

There is no reality which can claim superior authority; the

works of the imagination contain reality themselves., If all the

the imaginative creations are set together they can be seen

to offer infinite possibilities. We are back once again to

Rlake and to the earlier quotation from Coleridge. In the

following passage Frye hardly supresses the transcendental
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emphasis: "The study of literature takes us toward seeing
poetry as the imitation of infinite social action and in-
finite human thought, the mind of a man who is all men, the
universal creative word which is all words"_,98 It becomes
clearer that for Frye the undiscriminating acceptance of
all visione of 1life has religious significance although
this significance is rigorously and artificially excluded
from the shrinking body of the true criticism: "About this
man and word we can, speaking as critics, say only one thing
ontologically: we have no reason to suppose either that they

99 We shall now proceed

exist or that they do not exist".
to examine the way in which Frye develops this idea within
the bounds of what he conceives as true criticism,
Frye believes that understanding of the arts has

‘ - 2 e It TR . 2 ] 100
progressed and that this has led to a "refining of society'.
While "“there is no reason why a great poet should be a wise
and good man, or even & tolerable human being . . .there
is every reason whey his reader should be improved in his

. ] . .on 101
humanity as a result of reading him". But how can
criticism, as Frye conceives it, be involved in this
amelioration of the individual? For the value~-free body
of knowledge will inevitably be, like the knowledge of
nature found in physics, morally neutral., Value feelings
arise from direct experience and they cannot be discussed

within the realm of truve criticism. The improvement of

the individual can, therefore, only take place in haphazard
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fashion and cannot be oxdered or directed by criticism itselff
One of the ethical effects Frye envisages stemming from
criticism is detachment from unthinking social prejudice:

"The goal of ethical criticism is transvaluation, the ability
to look at contemporary social values with the detachment of
one who is able to compaxe them in some degree with the
infinite vision of possibilities presented by culture"flo2
This is a noble conception of the function of criticism?

But again Frye does not display the detachment he champions?
Digcussion is nct really possible within his framework because
the most important questions are already closed: - "The

ethical purpose of a liberal education is to liberate,

which can only [my italics) mean to make one capable of
conceiving society as free, clasgless and urbane"f103 Frye,
in the Tentative Conclusion of the Anatomy sees criticism

as having social relevance. He advocates his own conception
of society's aim, but he does so with the implicit suggestion
that it permits no questioning: "This idea of complete
civilisation is also the implicit moral standard to which
ethical criticism always refers something very different

from any system of morals"f104 The difference is only one
established by a rhetoric which relies upon an unfavourable
-response ‘to the phrase "gsystem of morals“f Frye is taking a

moral stance which his theoretical position does not permit

him and is attempting to avoid the consequences.



72

In the latter half of the Tentative Conclusion Frye
takes up the distinction he had made between literary and
non-literary verbal structures, the gentripetal and the
centrifugal, and claims that "all structures in words are

. ., w 105 u "
partly rhetorical and hence literary". Thus "the notion
of a scientific or philosophical verbal structure free of

. ) . s « 106 : L .
rhetorical elements is an illusion". Frye then uses an
analogy with mathematics to extend his argument. Mathematics
3 "w " 2 . " 3 - 1 lO 7
begins as "a nuwerical commentary on the outside world".
But as the symbolic account of the world given by mathematics
increases in comprehensiveness "there is a point at which
it becomes in a measure independent of that common field of
o , o N R i uw 108
experience which we call the objective world".
Mathematics finally turns into a system which is "concerned
more and more with its inner integrity, and less and less

09

. . . , 1 o
with its reference to external criteria". Frve bhelieves
' Y

ot

that criticism should model its metl

¢
0]

literature as having the same relation to the objective world

as mathematics has. It should move from viewing "literature
7 | r_r . .- LA} s - ] - L " llo
as reflection of life to literature as autonomous language'.
"Both literature and mathematics proceed from postulates,

not factse"lll

It is the same account of reality which was
reached earlier via Blake and Xant. It is an account which
Nietzsche took to its disastrous conclusion. Nietzsche was

surely right, and not only fcoxr himself, when he said that the

i
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supreme legacy left him by Christianity was the will to truthf
He recognised most cocmprehensively the fact that modern man
has a choice of horizons within which to livgo For some,
there is the possibility of living within a horizon once
believed to be "True" with the full recognition that it is
only a horizonf But for those with a more robust will to
truth, it is not possible so to livef This is what led
Nietzsche to construct the Doctrine of the Eternal
Recurrence; but, for him, even this could provide no frame-
work within which to livef What is certain is that he and many
like him, wculd never be able to live with the soxrt of
skepticism which Frye implicitly advocates in the analogy
with mathematicsr That Frye himself does not truly live
within it can bee seen from the earlier uotations in which
hisg liberalism ié at its most doctrinsire. Consider the
following quotation: "Literature, like mathematics, is

a language, and a language in itself repreéents no truth,
though it may provide the means for expressing any number of
them. But poets and critics alike have always believed

in some kind of imaginative truth"fllz‘ Literature is not a
language in the same sense as mathematics. The aspivring
literary critic is unlikely to be conversant with the latest
developments in mathematics. He has generally to rely upon
discussions with students of the discipline since the

original literature is impenetrable without the years of
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training which he lacks. Such discussion5113 indicate that
applied mathematics is a conceptual system which, by
abstracting from the woxrid of everyday reality, is able to
symbolise it and to manipulate it? It is, therefore, a systen
of knowledge which has potential for improving human 1life
through its practical application. Literature, however, "“a
huge aggregate or miscellaneous pile of discrete 'works'",ll4
offers a vast number of different accounts of different
aspects of human experiencef Many of these accounts are
contradictory, Blake and Dr. Johnson for example, and in
the sublunary world distinctions have to be made between
them in the interest of intellectual clarity. The critic
may, however, believe that his responsibility is not fulfilled
by merely making distinctions; he may-believe that once
distinctions have been made he should evaluafe the works he
has dealt with. Evaluation implies a standpointT It
develops and is completed by contact with the greatest
evaluations of experience which have been left by men. The
evaluative critic, as it hag been seen that Frye conceives
of him, sits at a desk rhythmically stamping the works before
him "good" or "bad". But the process of reading and evalua-
ting is at its best a dialogue between reader and work. From
nurerous dialoqgues certain conclusions emerge. These con-
clusions come to form an identity of belief which ultimately
assumes some consistency. It stems from, but is not

identical with what Fryve pejoratively calls "sense" 7 in



his essay from Fables of Tdentity called "The Imaginative

and the Imaginary". Here the issues are clearly delineated.
For Frye, no conclusions concerning the end cof man can be
drawn from man's essence, as man. Man is, for Frye, the
creator "of the order of human existence represented by
e e1a T 4t . w 116 . - i .
such words as culture and civilisation". While Frye accepts
that this statement is only the verdict of "the last two
: 1 o o f 3 - R .. " :Ll,-] r 3 Kt 1 =
centuries" it is "obviously true now". The belief that
man's essence is his freedom "instantly puts the creative arts
> s el " - 1 118 1 ]
in the wvery centre of human culture". The arts embody
vigions of what 1life could be and man is free to chocse be-
tween them. Man should be continually "remaking the world on
’ . . . . . 1168 . N
the model of a more desirable vision'™. We see in the
following comnent how much Frye's own beliefs owe to his
study of Blake. Once again we are forced to a recognition
of the esgential artificlality of the attempt to exclude
personal belief from criticism. It is more honest to
acknowledge one's beliefs and to be as conscious of them as
possible; for they will creep in anyway: "For Blake, mental
health consisted in the practice of the imagination, a
practice exemplified by the artist, but manifested in every
act of mankind that proceeds from a vision of a better world.
Madness, for Blake, was essentially the attitude of mind that
we have seen called sensée, when regarded as an end in
LI TR T o § 1 119 1 Ao - I 3, = . " - i
itself". For Frye, as for Blake, it is a "wistful sense

of a golden age, lost but still possible . . .[Cwhichl gives
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) . 120
our minds . . .whatever dignity they may possess". The

emphasis is not upon the fact that man's achievements can
never match his aSpirationsf Any account of criticism which
takes this fact as its first and most important assumption
will tend to found its judgements in "sense". Frye's emphasis
is upon what is possible for man in his freedom. The two
views are irreconcileable.

In the group of lectures published in 1961 under the

title The Educatéd Imagination we find Frye's position most

simply and clearly delineated. He proposes as one of his

themes an enquiry into "the social value of the study of

. y 121 . - .
literature”. As Frye says elsewhere if the poet never

~

affirms he does not deny either. He still believes that

literary works exist in a sort of limbo "neither real nor

122

unreal’. He distinguishes between "two worlds, dimaginary,

meaning unreal, and imaginative, meaning what the writer

4l - —~
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ategories of human
existence are not subject and object but necessity and

124 . o ) i . . .
freedom. Works of imagination are the expression of man's
. . .- 125
freedom to conceive of a world that is entirely human.
In the world of the imagination "we recapture, in full
consciousness, that original lost sense of identity with our

N . n 126 N , _ . s

surroundings”. Art does not come to terms with reality,

it {ranscends it. Frye-significantly guotes Blake: "The
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attempt to restore what the ancients call the Golden Age".127

The poet's limits are those of the conceivable not of the

real. He should "show you a world completely absorbed and

. ) . 128 , . .
ossessed by the human mind". Frve notices "in passing
Y P g

that the creative and the neurotic minds have a lot in

129 I, . .
common . Frye believes that the motive for myth was a

sense of alienation which was best overcome "by identifying

the human and non-~human worlds".130 This process is

essentially metaphoric and it constitutes "part of the
language of poetry“.l31 When myth is no longer accepted

as true, it is immediately conmandeered by the poets. But
the @ssential function of these identities remains the came:
"Literature is still doing the same job that mythology did

132 1

earlier”. We learn that sometimes literature "separates

this state [of identityl from its opposite,; the world we

Lo 133 . .
don't like and want to get away from". By acknowledging
this fact Frye puts the conception of literature which he

igs here developing in question. For if literature really
led men to a sense of identity with their surroundings in
the same way as myth, it could be considered supra-moral.
But literature often paints the world as it is or the world
worse than it is. By the same token by which the recreation
of a sense of identity is good, the recreation of a sense

of alienation is bad. Fyre's own emphasis is, however, on

[ S = PR 4-1 3
the literature of the spring an
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than that of autumn and winter. Frye's argument fails, then,
to convince on this level of abgtraction, but let us examine
his other points.

Works.of literature,he says, are centripetal. They
refer to each other rather than to life. ILiterature, being
potential, relieves the reader of the burden of truth and
reality.l34 ¥rye now concedes that "Writers of .. ..
have their own beliefs, and it's natural to feel a special
affection for the ones who seem to see things the same way

we do",l35

but he does go with an evasion of the point by
his use of the word "seem", though we recognize it as an
evasion necessary for his system, He says that it is
impossible to judge greatness by one's own standard of
reality. While each poet's vision provides ﬁhe framework
for a belief, such beliefs remain "unborn ox embryonic".l36
The critic must continually contemplate a number of different
world-views without choosing between them. Frye very

rightly asks "what is the use of studying a world of
imagination where anything is possible and anything can be
assumed, where there are no rights or wrongs and all arguments

are equally_good?“.137

His answer is firstly that it leads
to tolerance. This is the standard argument of the ethical
-relativist. It is an argument which is challenged by Henry

Veatch in his book Rational Man. He writes: Y"For one;

[relativisml implies a greater tolerance and understanding
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of one's fellow men; for another, it justifies the most
ruthless intolerance and the arbitrary imposing of one's

. . n 138 - . T
own will upon others". He argues that "ethical relativism
in any form is a radically inconsistent and thoroughly wn-

Ce e 139 . . .

tenable position". It may seem that such philosophical
questions are at a very great distance from the realm of
practical criticism. But since Frye is a confessed literary
theorist and admits that "At every step of [hisl argument there

are extremely complicated philosophical problems"l40

he can
best be challenged at the level of his basic assumptions.
The sort of skepticism that Frye advocates is more likely
to lead to indifference or to intolerance than to the
concerned tolerance he approves.

The ethical movement which a study of literature
promises, which is "peculiarly its ox,\7n",-14l results'from the
visionary nature of literature. Frye believes that the
limit of the imagination is "a universe entirely possessed
and occupied by human life, a city of which the stars are

suburbs".l42 He is quite willing to admit that "Nobody can

. . . a 143 . CL s
believe in any such unlverse".]4 But, for him, it is onl
Y Y

imaginative vision which can fertilise reality. It gives us

144 .
Frye recognises

"a perspective and dimension on reality".
that such a view entails and stresses that "it would be the

wildest kind of pedantry to use [literaturel directly as a

guide to life“.l45 Frye is perhaps only svbstituting his own



80

conception of imagination in the position traditiocnally
held by reason. This is indicated by his comment on the
anecdote of the girls he heard asking each other whether a
film advertised as the "thrill of a lifetime" was "any

- i ]‘46 " s 1 5 : . 2

~good”. We may think of L[the guestioning voicel as the
voice of reason, but it's really the voice of the imagina-
. 3 n 147 7 T . T = N S b Y 2 3
tion®. For Frye: The fundamental job of the imagination
in ordinary life . . .is to produce, out of the society we
have to live in, a vision of the society we want to live in
., 148 , ' . g .

in". But Frye admits that there are, on one level, many
visions of society presented in literature. It is only by

the use of the faculty of reason that they can be distinguished,

No better mcdern example of reason used in this way can be

cited than Leo Strauss' brilliant Natural Right and History.

The Well-Tempered Critic, published in 1963, con-

firms the tendency of The Educated Imagination towards a
Y g

‘more considered and less polemic attitude towards criticism.

In The Educated Imagination the rhetoric which was noted

at the beginning of this chapter is still present --

"Literature as a whole is not an aggregate of exhibits with
. . N . (149

red and blue ribbons attached to them, like a cat-show

~~ put it is complemented by the unquestioning acceptance

of value-judgement which is implicit in the following: "In

my opinion value judgements in literature should not be

1. 2

hurried . . .fLa student] has to feel values for himself and

£
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should follow his individual rhythm in doing so"flSO‘ This
modification is best demonstrated by Frye's treatment of
Arnold's touchstone technique which is much gentler than
that accorded it in the égg&g@z.lSl Frye writes: "Arnold's
"touchstones' of high style are subjectively invited and
their merit is indemonstrable, like all critical value-
judgements, but still a community can respond to them, can
feel that Arnold's taste, within obvious limits, is accurate

: . . ' ¢ 152 .o
and that his quotations are accurate®. This is only

cregs . . : . 2 s (153
fitting in a book which talks of the "wisdom and insight"

of Gibbon. We find Frye admitting that "with all allowance

made for individual variety, there clearly are . . .standards

- . i54 . . )
of taste in the arts®. He stil11l believes that values

cannolt be directly taught,le but, even allowing foxr the

difference of intention from the Anatomny, The Well-Tempered

Critic no longer insists upon the "body of knowledge" as a

critical panacea. Frye continues to stress the necessity
of critical detachment. "The fundamental act of criticism
- 156

is a disinterested response to a work of literature™, but

he organises his argument to throw a greater stress on the

- A " . ] . i} Co n 157

fact that "such detachment is not an end in itself™. He
seems to make an implicit comment on his own earlier work,
especially the Anatomy, when he writes: "It is not
.necesgsarily nalve to write 'how truve' on the margins of what

we read; or at least we do not have to confine our contact

with literature to purely disinterested and esthetic
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responses, We should mutilate our literary experience if
we did, and mutilations of experience designed merely to
keep a theory consistent indicate something wrong with the
n L 58 vl 4 \ t L s n : .
theory". Frye fulminates a little against "mutually

w159

unintelligible &lites - and refers to Coleridge's "moral,

religious and political anxieties“l60 but it is obvious that
he is parading his straw tigers much like the magician who
produces a rabbit out of a hat -- because he is expected

to do SO.

In the course of the book he points to several by-

products of the study of literature such as the student's

. . ) s 161 Vo D

increasing "power of utterance®’ and the purification of
. _ . 162 , . . . .

his stock responses. But he saves his main point until

the end. While retaining the conception of literature as
egssentially centripetal, he argues that "Literature . . .pro-
. - ) Do . s s . . n 163
vides a kind of reservolir of possibilities of action".
As long as "an unfamiliar experience in literature . . .is

4 ) .
n164 it bhroadens the spectrum of

imaginatively conceivable
possibility. But this is another evasion. For it is not
good in itself to know many possibilities. Frye recognizes
this and repeats the argument that has already been
questioned, that the indefinite postponement of even pro-
visional evaluation of these conceptions will lead to

P
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"greater tolerance". 2 change in enmphasis is felt,

however, when he adds that a knowledge of the possibilities



of action that literature presents also "increases the power

of articulating convictions LCmy italics]".166 Frye goes

on to tacitly acknowledge the danger that had been isolated
as the chief weakness of the earlier work: "As long as
both imagination and belief are wérking properly, we can
avoid the neurotic extremes of the dilettante who is so
bemused by imaginative possibilities that he has no con-
victions, and the bigot who is so bemused by his conviction
that he cannot see them as possibilities".167 In the present
climate of intellectual opinion, for the dilettante can be
substituted the student who is so overwhelmed by relativistic
arguments that he bhelieves the case againét absolutisn éo be
proven rather than merely statedf

Frye is obviously right in his estimation of the end
of literary education as an "ethical and participating"l6
one. But he establishes wrong priorities: the attempt to
hold many possibilities of action undifferentiated in the
mind rather thaen the conscious attempt to distiﬂguish the
best possibility of action. In the last paragraph'of

The Well-Tempered Critic, however, he implicitly changes

his priorities: "[The world of literaturel ig the world in
which our imaginations find the ideals that they try to
_pass on to belief and action, where they find the vision
which is the =source of both the dignity and the joy of

life".” Visions are here associated with moral qualities,



dignity and joy; thus visions can be appropriately compared

from an ethical point of view. In the recent Daedalus article

the éhange is more explicitf Frye Uses the article to
discuss once again the most urgent gquestions concerning the
value of the study of literature. He himself points to the
significance of his title "The Critical Path": "The phrase
associated itself in my mind with the closing sentences of

Kant's Critigue of Pure Reason where he savs that dogmatism
Y g

and skepticism have both had it as tenable philosophical
positions and that 'the critical path alone is open'“.170
An attempt will be made in what follows to show that while
Frye theoretically takes this Kantian stance he is forced
to refer to implicitly Christian standards to evaluate
modern social myths. The evaluation of modern social myths,
Frye believes, i one of the duties of criticism.

in the first pages of the article Frye traces his
own intellectual development in an account which reads like
a scientist's account of a new discove;y. He was impressed
by the New Criticism whose greatest merit was "that it accepted
poetic language as the basis for poetic meaning".l7l He,
however, felt that the New Criticism did not provide a frame-
work within which the insights arising from close‘reading
could be organised. Such a framework was provided for Frye
by the npw familiar separation of ex

The critical response consists in looking "at the work as a



gimultaneous unity and studyfing] its structure".l72 The
structure of the individual work of art need not be falsified
in order to place it within the structure of criticism.

Modefn science assumes that the physical woxrld is ultimately
comprehensible. Scientific knowledge grows and so the
scientist must become "an incarnation of that science thinking
through him",l73 but "this is precisely tﬁe way that poets
[Lfrom Homer to Rimbaudl have . . .talked about their relation
to poetry"ol73 Just as the modern scientist is directed

to work within certain limits established by the body of
knowledge already accumulated about the physical world, so

'

the limits of the poet's possibilities have been established

by his inspiration. Because of this let upon creative
caprice the whole context of literature can be seen as that
of the created word: "The critic should see literature as,
like a science, a unified, coherent and autonomous created

74

- - s 4 2 o . - o g
IO .« But 1t is Ooniy the previously Jguoted rellglious

Q

analogy which really supports the argument: poets have

been the incarnation of the Word when they write; consequently
the criticism dealing with their productions can also be
"unified, coherent and autonomous" if it deals only with
structure. The form of literature, and thus potentially

the form of criticism, are coherent because the governing

3

ingpiration behind the form of literature is a Unity. This
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But on the level of practical criticism, cut free of the
conception which gave it both birth and importance, it
reduces criticism to a process of putting work into genres
where they may not quite fit, and isolating archeﬁypes which
may signify a broad range of different things in different
poets. This last aspect has been competently criticised by
Philip Halliel75 and M. H. Abrams.l76 The process is based
on a submerged deductive argument which has already been
noted: all works of literature incarnate the Woxrd; they must,
therefore, have a principle of organisation, criticism's job
is to isolate that principle. It is, however, only an
assumption that literature is of such a nature and that the
criticism of it can be a unified and coherent structure.
It inevitably involves the simplifications both of 1ite£ature
and the human mind which are censured by Hallie and Abramsf
Frye begins his habiﬁual naming by isolating what
he calls the myths of concern and freedom. Myths of concern
do not depend cn reasoﬁing or evidence and arise in the early
stages of society; myths of freedom depend upon reference to
truth or reality. Poetry is related to myths of concern
rather than myths of freedom. This is quite obvious because
poetry is essentially metaphoric and metaphor violates logic.
Poetry is closer to magic than to science; it ils essentially

primitive kut "it is no good attaching a pejorative meaning
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to the word "primitive®. It is the task of poetry to

make man feel at home in his world. "The poet's function
is still his primitive oral function of defining and

illustrating the concerns of the society that man is pro-

178

ducing”. Frye sees that myths of concern are under

attack from "the growth of non-mythical knowledge";i79 but
he does not feel that they must capitulate; it is rather
that they must "come to terms with the non-mythical criteria

9]
of truth and reality".loo It is only "under the influence

of the mental habit of a writing culture“lgl that myths

of concerns have had to pay respect at the altar of
historical fact. But this paying of respect is a perversion
because eveﬁ the myths of religion have "a poetic rather
than a rational language".181 The road to concern is not
through the search for truth but through the exercise of
imagination.182 What is more, concern stemming from this
exercise will have an "open nythology",183 which will lead
to tolerance and respect for the individualf One of the
tasks of the educated is "to show by example that beliefs

184 .
18 By doing

may be held and examined at the same time".
this "one is not renouncing C[thel truth [of a myth of con-
cernl: what one renounces is the finality of one's under-
os it e ew 185 ] C s s
standing of that truth®. As far as literary criticism
is councerned it must remain uninvolved on a professional

level with any particular wmyth of concern for it is "truth

of correspondence [whichl is the chief business of schools
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. . 186 . . 8
and universities". " Knowledge is separated from.bellefcl°7

"T'ruth of concern . . .cannot strictly be verified and ex-

panded like the established principles of a science“.l88 The
commitment is, therefore, "voluntary self—blinkering".lB/ The

anaesthetised criticism Frye now proposes "“is the attempt to

attain knowledge of the language of concern and belief, and

> 4 - - 3 . - s Jegy 1 190

hence it has a central role in the study of human society”.

When a work of literature embodies "questionable or dated

attitudes” these can be dismissed without loss, while "the

real nmeaning” is found to be "conveyed through a structure

: .y 191 B . ; .

of imagery and action". If we consider the social

attitudes of Yeats, Lawrence, Pound, Graves and Wyndham

Lewis, for instance, we find them to be "freakish and ob-

~ . 3 " Y1192 - - A . - . - m

scurantist but this does not damage their works. They

represent additions to that irrefutable "great poem" of which

Shelley talks, "which all poets, like the co-operating

thoughts of one great mind, have built up since the be-

C 193

ginning of the world".
Frye's opinions are questionable on a number of

counts. He believes that "The principle of openness is a

myth of concern does not . . .prevent a society from having

» 194 ; . . s

a myth of concern®, and he sees Nietzsche's opposition of

Christ and Dionysus as only the culmination of the tendency

to suggest that our real myth of concern is of Classical

C .o 85 s ; - ’
rather than Christian crigin. But Nietzsche's perspective
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is much broadexr than this. His recognition of his inability
to live within an afbitrary horizon has already been dis-
cussed. Frye celebrates the consequent necessity of

creating meaning: "an open mythology establishes the
relativity of a myth of concern, and so emphasises the element
of construct, of imaginative vision in it“¢196 But as a
Christian it is difficult to understand how he can do 5C.

For Christ's story in the Gospels, while it may be, as

Frye says, ahistorical is surely for the Christian the source
of truth. Christ's sayings are true,for they are God's Word
to man rather than a construct or imaginative vision. For

the believing Christian they have the highest warrant. They
“put ethical relativismw beyond the Christian's reach. ¥rye
attempts to synthesise positionslwhich are mutually exclusivef
Furthermore Nietzsche's horrér seemg a more appropriate
response than Frye's complacengy to a world in which meaning
can only be the result of human creativity. Anxiety,
alienation and absurdity are, as Frye says, noble sentiments,
but they cannot ke dismissed as "derived from a prevailingly
“ironic age of fable".197 A far more convincing answer is that

they are the manifestation of the emotions man feels when

he recognises that meaning has to be created.

considers the possibility of distinguishing between different

myths of concern or visions for the first time in his work.
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you are?"''

While asserting that Nazism, for intance, igs a very low myth
198 . . v Cos
of concern he sticks to his earlier position and repeats

that "participation in a myth of concern is not in itself

189 s '
He believes, however, that "to some extent

L e . . 200 .
it can be verified in experience". The myths which makes

verifiable®.

H

a "fuller life possible" and which "compares its activities
P i

- . - . 201 . :
to the total welfare of mankind" is clearly preferable.
Myths can also be judged by their "ability . . .to come to
. .o o . e - cooon 202
terms with non-mythical criteria of truth and reality”.
The first of these criteria begs the question: what is a
"fuller life"? For Frye it is to be lived within a
potentially universal myth of conccrn which assumes "that
life is better than death, freedom better than slavery,
happiness better than misery, health better than sickness,

- . 203 N
for all men everywhere without exception”. But granted
Nietzesche's premises, suchamnyth wili lead to a race of
last men. It is not the rationalist but Frye himself who,
in argument with a Nietzschean, wouvld be reduced to "the
single exasperated formula: 'But can't you seec how wrong
1204 o C s ,

unless he were to refer to Christian standards.
The rationalist could at least point to certain premises
about which discussion could begin. He would be able to
say that because of man's essence certain things are in

realit jood for all men everywhere without exception. The
g . F

second of the criteria evinces the same spanielling at heels
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of the sciences that we found in Brooks. It also confuses
the realms of knowlédge about the physical world and knowledge'
of moral truths. Veatch argues that the sciences can tell
- us nothing concerning that which it is most important for

205
man to know.

For him there is a verifiable non-mythical
criterion of truth and reality which claims a highexr
authority than the "reality" established by the sciences
because the knowledge it helps to establish i1s more impor-
206 . . , . .
tant. This provides a far more complete and satisfying
basis for a vindication of the value of the humanities than
Frye's stagger along the Kantian razor blade between dog-
matism and skepticism could ever do. Concern in this age
may be as Frye says "constantly on the borderline of anxiety
and anxiety, it [may bel only a halirsbreadth away from
207

bigotry and fanaticism, violence and terror", but

rationalism at least offers certain inescapable imperatives,
not arbitrary but true ones which demand of the rationalist
certain elementary human attitudes. For him, everything is
not permitted. It has been suggested that Frye's position
-would only be tenable within a framework which asserte
absolutely certain moral imperatives, putting them beyond
questionf The fact that he can write “sooner or later . . .
the scientific spirit and the search for truth of correspon-

dence are going to invade the structures of concern them-

- L, | P

selves,; studying human mythc

1-1 . 3 14 - -
he same spirit that they

v
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208 C o . -
study nature"” as 1Lf 1t were a process in the future xather

than one that had been going on long enough for Nietzuche

to recognise it, indicates that Frye does not fully grasp the
extent of the modern crisis of belief. His article concludes,
as we have come to expect; on an almost mystical note: "Bob
Dylan rightly says that there are no truths outside the
garden of Eden, but the innocence needed to live continuously
in such a world would require a nakedness beyond anything
that removing one's clothes cbuld reach. If we could live

in it, if we could lift our entire verbal experience from
belief and concern to imagination, criticism would cease and
the distinction bhetween literature and life would disépﬁear,
because life would then be the incarnation of the creative
word".209 It is significant that the "if" clauses are two
more impossible conditions. While they remain impossible,
criticism would do better to discriminate hetween the different
moral worlds presented in literature, then to follow in the
steps of an innocent who has accepted tco nafvely the

romantic identification of God and the imagination.



CHAPTER IV

FRYE ON THE WASTE LAND

In the Introducticn to his little book on Eliot,
published in 1963, Frye implicitly denies that his choice
of Eliot as a topic is based upon a value judgement. He
writes that "A thorough knowledge of Elict is compulsory for

s : . : ul i et
anyone interested in contemporary literature®. Eliot must
be read, good ox bad, because he has been so influential.

. . 2
"Value judgements . . .are the concern of the reader."

Frye chavacteristically insists that "It is, or should be,
a central principle of criticism that no major poet stands
or falls by his views, howevel closely they may be identified
with his creative work". Since such a priority must always
rest on the minimisation of the communicative aspects of
poetry, Frye's admission that "I have tried to emphasize

- - "4' PR | * 2 .
the structure is not unexpected. It is immediately
evident that it is possible to congider this book as an
example of the practical criticisw which the method outlined
in the Anatomy leads to.

The first paragraph of the short passage on The Waste
Land shows how difficult it is to make a commentary on the
pocm which treats it as rigovously centripetal. Indeed, the
first sentence, if taken alone, would involve Fryé in a

centrifugal view of the poen, were it not for the final claus

{
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"The Waste Land is a vision of Eurcpe, mainly of London at

the end of the ELrbt World War, and is the climax of Eliot's
'infernal' vision™.” If the poem igs a vision of Europe at
a certain time, the question of whether it is a complete or
incomplete one follows naturally. This guestion is evaded

by the statement that it is an "infernal" vision. Frye notes

the fact that Eliot wrote The Waste Land and Dante wrote

the Inferno when they were middle-aged and thus connects

The Waste Land with a literary tr adlLlun, implicitly

suggesting that such poems are generally produced in middle

life. By placing The Waste Land within a literary tradition

Fryevhas use of a context for his criticial investigation.
Within this context he is able to wrelate aspects of the poem
to the tradition without being led to ask about the guality
of the vision.

Later in the first paragraoh he deces, however, trans-

r e ] tence ~- “"The

ss his own gelf-imposed limi

cs. The sen

\_4‘

,..A..

gr
inhabitants live the 'buried life' . . .of seeds in winter"
~- can be taken as a statement about a centripetal poem.

-But the next sentence -~ "Human beings who live like seeds,

egccentrically, cannot form a community but only an
wl . . .
aggregate"’ -- is a generalisation about an aspect of human

experience., While it is a thematic paraphrase it is also a

statement which Prye clearly approves. It indicates the
possibility that the poem is essentially centrifugal. We
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must grant, however, that Frye mainly succeeds in preventing
his comments from being assertive in this way. He remains
largely content to relate.

The reference to Dante's age when he wrote the Inferno

has already been remarked. Frye is as rigid as any commen-

tator on The Waste Land has been in imposing patterns within

which to read its parts. One of these schemes is, for him,
that of the Inferno. He adds that the Inferno itself is

structured by %the three-day rhythm of the redemption“.8

Frye suggests that "in the first section of The Waste Land,

'The Burial of the Dead'", we gink into the lower world of
4 9 N C .
the "unreal city",” and that "We remain in the underworld
. ) ‘ ~ w 10 g
all through the next two sections". But the two guotations
from the Inferno in the final paragraph of "The Burial of
the Dead" offer no real warrant for this schematisation.
Such a reading depends largely on Fryve's own metaphoric
scheme: "This world is physically above ground but spiritually
4 o L1 . . . .

subterranecan". If we compare Dante's oxganisation to
Eliot's the tendentiousness of Frye's claim stands out in

t
relief. Both the title itselfl and the opening of the thixd
canto leave the readexr no doubt of the situaticn in Dante's

poem. There .ig, however, no rational framework in The Waste

Land which could be pointed to in order to establish the

truth of Frye's association. 1t is little wore than

capricious.
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After the first three sections in the underworld,
writes Frye, comes "'Death by Water', evidently physical
death, as burial in earth symbolises the physical life which
. ko en 12 s .
ig spiritual death". But there is no reason offered for
this interpretaticn of the poem's symbols. Frye himself
stresses that the poem is "intensely Latin, owing much . . .to
C coanm L3 C s . - ; .
Virgil and Ovid". If this is so, it would surely be likely
that the symbols of Section IV could be taken from Virgil.

It is just as likely, then, that the relevant association

is the necessity in the Aeneid for dust to be sprinkled on
the corpse in order that the soul might be at rest. In this
case "Death by Water" would represent physical and spiritual
death. The tone of the last two lines of the action -- "O
you who turn the wheel and look to windward,/Consider Phlebas,

who was once handsome and tall as you." «=- is reminiscent of

the tone of a momonto mori. The brooding sombreness with

which the reader is invited to contemplate Phlebas' death
would support this weading. The second part of Frye's inter-
pretation of the poem's cymbelism is supported by its first
lines. But the striking image of the corpse planted in the
~garden hardly suggests "physical life which is spiritual
death".ls In short we suspect Frye of simplification, the
more so because his interpretations are not argued but are
only asserted, but from within a specific conceptual frame-

work.
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When Frye does give information which is potentially
useful to the rcader he does so without demonstrating what
he believes to be its relevance. He remarks that in the

rites described in Frazer's Golden Bough "a red or purple

flower was associated with the god's blood: this appears in

the hyacinths of The Waste Lanc".l6 In view of the fact

s

that Fliot directs the reader to Th

o

Golden Bough in his

noteg,; the reader attempts to

H

elate this piece of information
to the hyacinth passage. But there seems no way in which it
can enrich its meaning; it is more confusing than enlightening.
This is not an isolated example of erudition followed by no |
conclusionf In the same paragreph Frye vwrites: "The death
of ‘Adonis was mourned by women representing the spirit of
the earth, and theline 'Murmur of maternal lamentation'
assoclates this with the Biblical weeping of Rachel",”’ once
again leaving the reader to his own devicesf

Frye seems +to lack a coherent argument. He is con-
tent to make observations which are by no means unusually
perceptive. No careful reader will be indebted to a critic
who dces no more than inform him that: "As later in Four
Quartets, there is an elaborate imagery of the four elements":IS
Eliot's own note on the quoctations from Augustine and Buddha
makes it clear thal the burning of the lust and the burning
of the spirit are being contrasted and Frye's comment on the
passage does no more than repeat ’chis‘j His mention of “the

fire that refines them"lg from the Purgatoxrio is potentially
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confusing because the movement from references to the Inferno

to references to the Purgatorio is one way in which tone of

the poem is controlled. After referring to the "Ovidian

. . u20
theme of metamorphosis”

Frye writes:  "The dissolving and
reforming of physical elements suggest that the reality of

which they are an appearance 18 a spiritual substance, the

-
e

risen Christ". Once again there is no warrant for such an
assertion. The facts that the Thames is asked to "zrun
softly" in section ITI and that it rains in section V present
some ground for talking of a "cycle of water" but none at all
for the identification of the reality bezhind the flux with
the risen Christ. This identification is quite arbitréry.
Several of Frye's comments point directly to problems
in the interpretation of the poem which he ignores. Consider
the statement: "The Sybil is parodied in The Waste Land by

. n 23 C o
Madame Sosostris' If Madame Sosostris is a parody of the

Sybil it

is but a short step to recognising that she is
fulfilling the same human need but in a degraded fas‘hionf
Frye acknowledges that "'The Dry Salvages' later explains
that a shoddy occultism pandering to man's desire to know
hig future is characteristic of sterile Cultures-"‘cz4 But

he does not continue the discussion and thus evades a con-
sideration of this essentially centrifugal aspect of the
poem's meaning. He is not, therefore, forced to ask whether
the specific details of wmodern civilisation which Eliot

chooses to implicitly criticise are really representative.
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In the next paragraph Frye accepts the poem as "a reverie

25 . . . . .
He points out that Tiresias is sterile and

of Tiresias".
an authority on the pleasures of sexual intercourse bhut
blithely passes by all the guestions which were raised in

the discussion of Brooks'. essay on The Waste Land. He seems

to find none of the difficulties of wide divergence of
attitude which Lucas and Myers consider crucial,26 He remains
at a great distance from the texture of the poetry, content

to note symbolic patterns, contrasts and parallels without
examining the precise meaning to which they axre linited by

the context in which they occur. Thus Frye says that: “The
contrasting figure to Tiresias is Phlebas“27 but no explicit
reason is given for that Contrastf Consequently there seens
no point to the comment. Frye, at Eliot's prompting connects
Phlebas with Mr. Eugenides since both are "symbolising a
commerce",28 but we are given no inkling of what function

this symbolising has in the poem. Neither the comment on
Augustine or Joyce's note -~ "Elicot: Bishop of Hippo" -- seem

to have a direct bearing on the text.

Midway through the commentary on The Waste Land

Frye makes another generalisation about the structure of

the poem: "In The Waste Land the coming of Christianity

AL

represents the turning of Classical culture from its winterxr

into & new spring, for the natural cycle is also associated
. , C s e 29 L .

with the cycles of civilisation®. The last ciause 1s more

like a comment on the Anatomy than one on the poem. ‘The
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Christian references in the poem are always oblique. Eliot's
own note on line 20 directs the reader to find the source of
the phrase "Son of man” in Ezekiel rather than in the New
Tegtament., In section V the allusion may well be to Luke
Ch. 24, but even if this is so it is surely significant that
Chyxist was unrecognised by his companions on the road to
Emmaus. The line "He who was living is néw dead" hardly
affirms Christ's presence in the poem, The fact that the

£~

decay of Classical civilisation was halted by Christianity

which replaced decadence with youth and vigour, says Frye,

"may be one reason for the prominence of the poets, Virgil

30 This i85

and Cvid, who were contemporary with Christ".
already a shaky argument. But when Frye attempts to build
upon this foundation, substituting "logically" for "by
analogy", the artifice crashes to the ground: "Whatever
future faces us today would, then, logically be connected

- , . _ 31 . . .
with a second coming of Christ".”” He continues suggesting
that the second coming "is not a future but a present event,
a confronting of man with an immediate demand for self-

32 - . » .
The reader is compelled

surrender, sympathy and control'.
to wonder why Frye should introduce a schematisation of the
poem which involves his seeing the introduction of three moral
imperatives which he admits "are preliminary to the Christian
s . . .33 ; . L
faith, hope and love as the second coming. The last point

he addresses to support his eccen

. .
ric view of the

i
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structure is the weakest of all.
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He writes: "The London

churches, St. Magnus Martyr, St. Mary Woolnoth, and others

stand like sentinels to testify to the presence of the risen

Christ in the ruins of Europe"ﬂ34

1

Eliot's note on Magnus

Martyr directs fthe reader. to The Proposed Demolition of

Nineteen City Churches and thus makes it unlikely that the

churches have the function in the poem Frye ascribes to

them. The definition of the vision of Christ in the poem has

already been dquestioned.

Frye goes on to make random observations concerning

the likelihood that the sixth book of the Aeneid and The

mysteries".

35

He mentions the structural parallel between

-

"the Christian myth and the structure of comeély“..‘>6 Then

he points o

Aeneas and Augustine, a journey to Italy from Tunis"

ut: "The court party in The Tempest make, like

37 which

can surely help no one to a fuller understanding of the poem.

The following sentence is typical of the associative pro-

gression which is found throughout: "The recognition scene

in The Tempest discovers Ferdinand playing chess with

Miranda, a game which ends either in checkmate, the death of

the King, or in stalemate, like

gection of The Waste Liand which

Frye is surely

intentions.

1H

He recounts

getting lost in

a part

the two unions in the second
> P } 111 113 3 8
is called "A Game of Chess",

-

. . . 3% .
the allusjions® whatever his

of the plot of The Tempest
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because there are a few allusions to the play in the poem.

The fact that checkmate is the death of the King gives the
illusion éf being a critical comment only because of the

use of the myth of the Fisher King in the poem. It really
says nothingf IZven granted the fact that Frye's book is

"an elementary héndbook“40 and that his aim is chiefly helpful
annotation, it is fair to ask for notes which potentially
increase the reader's understanding of the poem. Frye's
comment on the two unions in "A Game of Chess", however,

leads away from a full understanding of the poém's complexity..
To c¢all the two union stalemates is to reduce them to theix
lowest common denominator; the comment seems to arise fxom a
desgire for symmetrical prose rather than a desire +to
elucidate the poem. The schematisation in the following
comment 1s as usual achieved by means of simplification:
"Miranda is replaced by twc female wrecks, with bad nerves
and bad teeth respectively, corresponding to the spiritual
and physical narcoses symbolised by burial in earth and in

41

watexr®,. The malaise of the woman in the second section is

*r
however, as much spiritual as phygical, but to admit this
would have unbalanced the rhythm of the zentence. Frye
supplies a list of six women (and admits there are others)

of whom the woman is the first part of "A Game of Chessg"

has overtones. But once again he draws no conclusion? He

EVels
<

[(GLE 3

[

that "the lattex has not literary splendours around her
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except a dim recall of the drowned Ophelia?.4z But there

igs no consideration of the use to which this dim recall
it put, let alone of its quality.

Frye enlarges upon the allusions to The Tempest with

the same lack of inhibition with which he dealt with the

allugion to Dante. He informs us that The Tempest uses the
romance theme of the prince who comes to a strange land and
. . e . 43 . . .

marries its King's daughter. This story is associated
with the Fisher King myth, in which a sea-monster ravages
the land left unprotected by a sick King. "The hero kills

e o e . 2 _ 1 . R} H44 Ev)
the monster and succeeds to the kingdom. Frye also
points out that "In the background is a nature myth of winter
. . . . . 45
turning to spring, sea and snow turning to spring rain'.
This last sentence is perhaps the one in which it is c¢learest
that the imposing of such broad patterns onto the poem in-
evitably involves ignoring detail: the poem begins not in
winter but in April. Furthermore, it is hardly cleaxr that
it ends in spring. The reference to spring in line 227 is
surely a reference to the time of the crucifixion. The re-~
birth which that spring had promised has turned to disillusion.

nd6

The Bible promised an "imminent eschaton but, as Karl

L8with points out in his book Meaning in History, its advent

becomes increasingly difficult to believe in with each
: 46 o ) ., . .
passing century. Thus arises the gquality of bitter irony

of the lines:
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He who was living is now dead

We who were living are now-dying

With a little patience.47
But, to return to the main point, there may be a suggestion
) . . Co i} - . w 48 L. .
that it is spring in the phrase "limp leaves"; it is,
however, hardly made clear enough to support Frye's argument.
Both winter and snow are indeed mentioned in the first lines
of the poem but they were already a memory at its, beginning;
what is more, they were a pleasant memory. Rain does fall,
as Frye says, near the end of the poem -~ "Then a damp gust/

. . » "49 2 K 2 2

Bringing rain -- but the very next lines are characteristic
of its ambivalence:

Ganga was sunken, and the limp leaves

Waited for rain, while the black clouds

Gathered far diszstant, over. Himavant.50
There is no more mention of rain though the thunder does of
course speak. The reader is left with the hope of rain in
the gathering black clouds but he is characteristically given

ertaint Py
noe certainty. Frye

s}

s apologetic tone in the passage where

I

he tries to demonstrate the presence of the myth of the
killing of the sea-monster in the poem befits the weakness
of his evidence. He writes, rather apologetically, "There
is no monster in Eliot, but there are vestiges of his open
mouth in the references to 'Dead mountain mouth of carious
t 31 ; - 5 ; : (Y 51 w3
teeth' and 'this decayed hole among the mountains'"™. The
first quotation would hardly put the critic on the track of

a monster unless he were hoping to f£ind one and the second

seems to have no relation to the beast unless it is, in Frye's



mind, its lair. There would be no harm in Frye's introducing
a few of these eccentric responses were it nor for the fact
that they accumulate into an imaginative pattern built on
tep of the poem which cbscures its nature. Having introduced
"the dragon-killer story [whichl merges with the dying-god
"52 " - 2 113, 1
story Frye has to find a "hero", presumably the pro-
tagonist, who "like Jonah in the Bible, must die himself and
' w 53 e line © : ‘
be reborn". But the line "These fragments I have shored
C .Y S - . .
against my ruing and the allusion to Isaiah 38:1 hardly
assure ugs cof his rebirth.

In his penultimate paragraph Frve discusses the

relation of the poem to Jesgsie Weston's From Ritual to

Romance. Since Eliot cites the book as a source for

The Waste Land it promises to be an important topic. Frye

rightly associates the chapel of lines 285-95 with the
"Chapel Perilous". But he extends this identification as

follows: "On the final section of The Waste Land the Chapel

Perilous represents the underworld of death and burial, the
\ . . . w 55 . C
tomb from which Christ rises™. The extension is hardly
warranted by the mere presence of the phrase "tumbled graves”
and there is no other warrant. The discussion peters out
with the introduction of interesting but irrelevant information
about the lance and the cup, "originally fexrtility and
1. "56 3,4 ) i 11 1 "
sexual symbols which, Frye remarks, "are to be connected

also with the two red suits of the wodern pack of cards, the
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diamond being a lance head and the heart a.chalice".57

Frye's final paragraph begins with a reference to

Jesus' "slaying a sea-monster" in his YEaster victory over
death and hell“.58 After referring to the identification

-

of this monster with "Kingdoms of tyranny"bg Frye draws the
conclusion that "the world that needs redemption is to be
conceived as imprisoned in the monster's belly"760 Supporting
his point further with a reference to "Christian icono-
4:_;1?53@1‘1}7"6'1L Frye says that the depiction of Jesus leading the
redeemed out of hell forms "a ghostly background to the

. . . . 62
final section of The Waste Land". The only bedy that could

be likened to a procession in the final section is that in
lines 366-76. But these "hooded hordes"™ are representative
for Eliot of "the present decay of eastern Europe“63 as he
himself tells us. There seems no reason to contrast them to
Jesus leading the redeemed out of hell. Why make this
asgsociation rather than any éther?

Frye interprets the symbeolism of the last lines
according to his whim. Having said that -- "The world to be
redeemed is syvmbolically under water as well as underx the

64

earth” ~-- he claims that "Eliot's fisher Ring . . .thus’

corresponds Lo Adam, or human nature that cannot redeem

65

itself™. But Frye himself mentions the symbolism of

fishing in the Gospels; why, in his own terms, should the

o

fisher at the end of the poem not correspond rather to th
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apostles? Frye has no right to the word "thus". It secems
most likely that the use of the first person singular directs
us to identify the fisher with the protagonist, who has

been carefully.characterised within the poem. It is worth
noting, however, that the‘comment‘would indicate an
enmphatically centrifugal evaluation at the close of the

poem: that human nature cannot redeem itselfj In his final

sentence Frye suggests that the "bateaux ivre§"66 of the

poem are the heritage of Adam, just as the responding ship
is the heritage of Christ. It is worthwhile to point to
the recurrence of boats in the poem but once again schemstica-
tion is too rigid and the asgcciations with Adam and hfist
arbitrary. The essay breaks off abruptly. There is no real
conclusion.

It is hoped that the preceding detailed examination

has shown that Frye's criticism of The Waste Land tells us

more about Frye than it does about Eliot's poem. He stands
back from it and the résult is little more than a vague
account of dubious interrelatioanships. - The commenés axe
frequently more confusing than elucidating. TFrye does not
convincingly demonstrate any governing design in the poem;
but his method does not lead him to ask whether there is one.
The poem is widely read and influential; this is warrant
enough for connecting i% with other literary works. Since he
is not led to ask whether or not it is finally coherent he

can legitimately give a criticism which establishes no
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pricrities in interpretation. Comments on aspects of the
poem which Eliot says should diéclose its principles of
organisation are set bheside comparatively long ccmments on
“wminor details with no indication of their comparative
importance for comprehending itf

The unusual technigues of the poem which caused some
of its first readers to think it a hoax are not analysed.
The possibility that they are inherently obscure is not
considered by Frye; and even if they were, in his terms,
it would not matter. The popular vote has made the poem
an important document upon which the techniques of criticism
nust dutifully go to work, hoax or not. The critic's “job
is riot to try to discover whether or not the poem means
anything very precisef Indeed, Frye's criticism would not
suggest to the reader that it wés anylthing but the colloca-

tion of a few well-known European myths. The fact that the

3
]

oem can be taken as an urgent comment upon medern civilisa-

{
[

tion only emerges in a few unguarded phrase.sf Frye's
criticism, written primarily because of the attention that
the poem has drawn upon itself, not because of any inherent
merit it might have, largely ignores those qualities of the
poem's technique and meaning which have caused it to attract

that attention.



CONCLUSION

It has been shown in the preceding pages that in the
caseé of Broocks and Frye their critical theories are closely
related to their convictions. This may seem little more than
a truism but it is a truism which must be reaffirmed in view
of the equivocations which have been noted in the. two critics
on the question of criticism and belieff It may not be an
unwarranted.generaliéation to suggest that in all cases
critical theory will be closely related to conviction.

If this is so it would seem best that the critic
should be continually conscious of the fact? His convictions
will lead to value-judgements, even if they remain implicit,
and the grounds of these Valuemjudgements should be made as
explicit as possible in the interests of intellectual
honesty. This is well done by Yvor Winters who prefaces

pefense O

h
e
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theoretical discussions in which he makes his position clear.

He writes in the Foreword to In Defense of Reason: ' "I be-
lieve that the work of literature, is so far as it is

valuable, approximates a real apprehension and communication

—

of a particular kind of objective truth®.
This statement represents a point of view far removed

from those of Brooks and of ¥rye who both leave science in

h

the realm of txruth. It has been shown that the

L1 Ll Vi L2l

n
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writings of the two critics are responses to the achievement
of modern science. Other responses are, however, possible.
That of Winters and Veatch is conscnant with Pascal's implicit
evaluation of the knowledge supplied by science and the
humanities in the following: "the moral law will always
comfort me and make up what I lack in knowledge of physical
sciences".2 It is to view literature as the precise
communication of true and important knowledge "of man and

of nature". Another is that of Erich Heller who, believing

that "the ultimate concern of [literary criticism] ic neither

s

- . 4 . ; o
facts nor classifications", but instead "the communication
. . . 4-
of a sense of guality rather than measurable guantity" makes
evaluations by comparison without being able to connect them
to an absolute ethical system.

Both these alternatives connect literary criticism
with what Alvin W. Gouldner has called in his critique of
Weber's value~free sociology "one of the basic intellectual
traditions of the West —- the dialectical exploration of the
. . . . 5 . . .
fundamental purpocses of human life"” in a way in which the

P : L

early criticism of Brooks and the criticism of Frye do not.
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