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introductory note:

The Paradox of Literature

�

Literature is paradoxical both in its nature and in

its effect upon readers. Although letters inscribed

upon a page or the words of a spoken utterance are the

media of a literary work, the work itself is neither the ink

and paper nor the oral performance. A successful poem or

story compels our attention and seizes us with a sense of its

reality, even while we know that it is essentially (even when

based upon historical fact) something made up—a fiction.

The most memorable works of literature are charged with

significance and cry out for understanding, reflection, inter-

pretation; but this meaning carries most conviction insofar

as it is not explicit—not paraded with banners flying and

trumpets blaring. “We hate poetry that has a palpable

design upon us,” says John Keats.1 The rôle of literature in

society is similarly equivocal. It can be explained simply as

entertainment or recreation; men and women have always

told stories and sung songs to amuse themselves, to pass the
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time, to lighten the burdens of “real life.” At the same time,

literature has assumed a central place in education and the

transmission of culture throughout the history of Western

civilization, contributing a sense of communal identity and

shaping both individual and social understanding of hu-

man experience. The intimate part played by literature in

cultural tradition has been a source of alarm to moralists

and reformers from Plato to the media critics and

multiculturalists of our own day.

Literature, then, must be approached both with cau-

tion and abandon. A primary purpose of the study of litera-

ture is to learn to read critically, to maintain reserve and

distance in the face of an engaging, even beguiling, object.

And yet, like any work of art—a symphony, for example,

or a painting—a novel or an epic yields up its secrets only

to a reader who yields himself to its power. It is for this

reason that literary study is a humane or humanistic disci-

pline, not an exact or empirical science. The ideal researcher

in the physical sciences, insofar as he sticks rigorously to

science, will be absolutely objective in the sense that his

humanity will exert no influence on his methods or conclu-

sions. Even a medical researcher will be interested in the

human body only as a biological mechanism, not as the
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outward manifestation of a person with a soul. The literary

scholar must of course be objective in the sense that he is

disinterested; he must not have an individual or personal

stake in the interpretation. And yet, although the critic’s

fate is not the fate of King Lear, the critic’s human sympa-

thy with the plight of that tragic protagonist is part of his

critical response to the play as literature. The human com-

passion of the cancer researcher for the victims of the dis-

ease, while it may be an important motive, is not part of his

research, not an element in his science as such. The natural

sciences, therefore, provide a very poor model for scholar-

ship in the humanities. To be sure, there are factual,

“scientific” elements of great importance to inquiry in all

the arts: a knowledge of Elizabethan stagecraft and printshop

practices can furnish a good deal of useful information about

how Hamlet was seen by contemporaries and how the text

was preserved, but such facts will never explain why the

play is still moving and important. Works of literature are

not natural phenomena or specimens; they are rather part

of the cultural fabric of the world that we all inhabit. A

poet, says William Wordsworth, “is a man speaking to

men.”2 We cannot approach poets and poems as an ento-

mologist approaches ants and ant hills.
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Literature is vast and complex; a “guide” of this length

can only be a modest sketch of the subject. My purpose is

to provide a brief description of the nature and purpose of

literature and some sense of how it may be best approached.

I shall say something about the concept of literary kinds or

genres, and something about how literature has developed

along with the development of Western civilization. I shall

not discuss the literature of other civilizations, principally

because I lack the competence, but also because I suspect

that literature in the sense that I use the term, although no

longer unique to the West, is a uniquely Western idea. Fi-

nally, I shall list some of the indispensable works of our

tradition, of which every educated person should have some

knowledge, as well as lesser works that are also very fine or

very influential and well worth perusal. The list will not be

comprehensive: this essay is intended not only for under-

graduate literature majors, but for students of any age who

wish to have a knowledge of literature commensurate with

a baccalaureate degree. Nothing that I can say will take the

place of simply reading these works, but I hope that this

Guide will enable students to plan their own literary educa-

tion, or fill in the gaps of such awareness as they possess,

with confidence and prudence.



A Student’s Guide to

Literature

�

The first problem one encounters in attempting to

define the nature and purpose of literature is the

ambiguity of the key terms. The word “literature” itself

comprises a wide variety of sometimes incompatible mean-

ings. Its etymological origin, the Latin word littera, means,

like the English word “letter,” both a graphic mark repre-

senting a sound or a missive or written communication.

Litteratura in Latin, like “literature” in English and the

corresponding cognate words in the various European ver-

nacular tongues, had as its most important sense those

writings which constitute the elements of liberal learning.

Hence a litteratus was a man notable for knowledge and

cultivation. This notion is the basis for the English phrase “a

man of letters.” “Literature” as a term for written works of

art—what Wellek and Warren call “the literary work of art”3

—is, however, a nineteenth-century development. The older

generic term was “poetry,” but today this word is applied
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almost exclusively to works written in verse rather than

prose; that is, poetry deploys language measured off in

metrical “feet,” or at least divided into free verse lines. Hence,

for much of this century, English departments have offered

introductory courses and patronized introductory antholo-

gies to “Literature,” divided into units on “Poetry,” “Fic-

tion,” and “Drama.”

Although it was generally rejected as a substantial dis-

tinction by ancient and Renaissance criticism, the force of

the prose/verse distinction has strengthened over the past

two to three centuries because of the rise of prose fiction,

which has taken over the business of telling stories and

confined verse almost exclusively to lyrical and satirical

modes. Narrative verse is rarely written now, and contem-

porary verse drama tends to have an air of artificiality. So far

as I know, no one has written scientific exposition in verse

since Erasmus Darwin (grandfather of the more famous

Charles) published The Botanic Garden in heroic couplets

late in the eighteenth century. Hence it makes sense in the

twentieth century to regard short to moderate length lyri-

cal, reflective, or satirical poetry as a particular kind of litera-

ture as distinguished from fiction and drama, which tell sto-

ries through narration and theatrical representation.4 My



A Student’s Guide to Literature

9

own practice will be to alternate the terms “poetry” and “lit-

erature”; the latter is the more common usage today, while

the former will serve as a reminder that it is imaginative

literature that is under discussion.

The account of literature given here will rest upon the

ancient assumption of Plato and Aristotle that the essence

of literature, or poetry, is mimesis; that is, the imitation or

representation of reality or the human experience of real-

ity. Whether this fundamental element of literature is cause

for the disapproval of Socrates in Plato’s Republic or for

Aristotle’s approval in the Poetics, the mimetic function of

literature is generally taken for granted by classical thinkers.

This basic fact is difficult to demonstrate precisely because

it is the self-evident intuition of all mankind: when a friend

has just read a new novel or seen a new movie, our first

question is, “What is it about?” We expect, above all, a

description of the characters as they act and relate to one

HOMER, it is now generally agreed in accordance with ancient tradition,
composed the Iliad and the Odyssey around 700 b.c., drawing upon an
oral tradition of poetic material handed down by  memory. Probably a
native of Chios or Smyrna, he may well have been blind (heroic oral
poetry would be an obvious choice of career for a blind man in a warrior
society), and some contemporary may well have written the poems
down in the letters that the Greeks were just been in the process of
adopting from the Phoenicians.
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another. We wish to know what this particular work shows

us about how life is lived. As a representation of reality, a

work of literature is an object made by an author. Our

word “poet” comes from the Greek verb poieo, “to make.”

Our word “fiction” is similarly derived from the Latin fingo,

“to fashion,” “to feign,” or “to form.” All of these terms

suggest that at the center of literature or poetry is a verbal

creation, made or formed to imitate or feign some aspect

of the human experience of life.

VIRGIL (Publius Vergilius Maro, 70-19 b.c.), was born into the
landed gentry near Mantua, and, after receiving the standard rhetorical
education of the day, he declined to become a pleader in the courts of
law and pursued philosophical studies under the Epicurean Siro at
Naples. His father’s land was expropriated for distribution to veterans of
Octavian’s army in the aftermath of the Civil Wars, and tradition holds,
somewhat implausibly, that Eclogues I celebrates the restoration of these
lands by the man who would be Virgil’s imperial patron as a result of the
intercession of the poet’s friends. There is no doubt that Virgil enjoyed
the friendship, as well as the  patronage, of the Emperor’s advisor and
confidant, Maecenas, who brought him to the attention of his master.
Although Virgil was thus a court poet, the grim account of the human
cost of Aeneas’s quest to lay the foundation of the Roman Empire and
the pervasive melancholy of the Aeneid suggest that the poem is hardly
an uncritical celebration of imperialism. According to Boswell, Dr.
Johnson “often used to quote, with great pathos,” lines from Virgil’s
Georgics (III.66-68), which sadly recount how wretched man’s best days
slip through his fingers, and he is undone by sickness, age, labor, and
ruthless death. Virgil is propagandist for no political platform.
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To a remarkable extent, the categories devised by

Aristotle in the Poetics to analyze tragedy are applicable,

mutatis mutandis, to all the genres of literature. The plot

(mythos) or story or arrangement of incidents is the primary

element, because, he maintains, while character makes men

what they are, it is action that determines happiness and

unhappiness. The second, closely related element is charac-

terization (ethos), which determines how individuals will

act. Diction (lexis) or language or, best, style is the next

element; it is closely related to thought (dianoia) or themes

or ideas that emerge in the discourse. The final two ele-

ments, spectacle (opsis) and music (melopoiia) or song are,

in the strict sense, specific features of ancient Greek tragedy,

but even here we can find parallels in other genres. The “spe-

cial effects” and the “sound track” are obvious corollaries from

modern films, but even purely literary genres can provide

similarites: the careful evocation of the setting of Thomas

Hardy’s Wessex novels is indispensable to their effect and

import, and “music” emerges both in the style and struc-

ture of Henry James’s prose fiction and Tennyson’s verse.

Because careful attention to these comparatively minor

elements—precise, vivid diction, evocative representation

of scenes, and compelling speech rhythms—is the key to
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literary impact, works of nonfiction that are distinguished

for beautiful or lively style are often counted as literature

and thus survive after their more pragmatic original func-

tion has ceased to interest. Lucretius’s De rerum natura would

be at most a footnote in the history of philosophy if it were

merely an exposition of Epicureanism; however, its power-

ful imagery and the spell cast by the melody of its hexam-

eter verse have assured its enduring significance as a poem.

Similarly, many of Emerson’s essays furnish a compelling,

literary experience of the life of the mind even for readers

who regard him as singularly defective as a moralist, and

HORACE (Quintus Horatius Flaccus, 65-8 b.c.), son of a freed
slave who prospered, came from more modest origins than his friend
Virgil. Nonetheless, his father had him well educated at Rome and then
Athens, where he was induced to join the army of Brutus, whose defeat
and suicide at Philippi are so dramatically rendered by Shakespeare in
Julius Caesar.  With his father’s property mostly confiscated upon his
return, Horace secured a place in the Roman civil service. His poetry
came to the attention of Maecenas, who soon won for him the patronage
of the forgiving Emperor Augustus. Horace’s disposition is the opposite
of his melancholy comrade Virgil. Throughout his poetry—whether in
the wry wit of his Satires and Epistles or the lyrical beauty of his Odes—
Horace evinces a tolerant, detached skepticism and good humor. He was
pleased to accept the benefactions of Augustus and Maecenas, but he
resisted their efforts to involve him in politics or government. Preferring
the leisure of the Sabine farm that his poetry made famous, Horace’s
most important bequest to European poetry is the theme of the superi-
ority of rural retirement to the ambitious life of court or city.
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one need not be a high-church Anglican to be enthralled by

the prose of Donne’s sermons. There are also works that

seem to be on the border of literature and some other disci-

pline from the outset. Plato’s dialogues are the indispens-

able foundation of Western philosophy, but some of the

dialogues—the Symposium, for instance, and the Phaedrus—

seem to work as effectively as dramatic literature. The inter-

pretation of Saint Thomas More’s Utopia hinges, to a large

extent, on whether it is treated as a treatise in political phi-

losophy or a work of literature. This does not mean that

the distinction between fiction and nonfiction, between a

poem and a treatise, is negligible; it simply means that there

is a broad grey area at the border. We know the difference

between day and night, but a long period of dusk makes it

difficult to say when one ends and the other begins.

At the center of imaginative literature or poetry, then, is

mimesis or imitation: the representation of human life—or

more precisely, the representation of human experience. We

are naturally curious creatures, but not merely in the manner

of cats and monkeys; our specifically human curiosity is

inspired by our consciousness—our awareness of the world

around us and of our selves as situated within it. This self-

consciousness necessarily entails a recognition of other selves,
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other souls. The poet is important because, by expressing

himself, he opens up to us the mind and heart of another, and

the knowledge of our likeness and difference from others is

essential for our self-realization. The individual can only be

defined—indeed, can only exist—in relation to other indi-

viduals. Thus while literature is the self-expression of the

author, it is also the representation of the reader. A uniquely

personal vision representing nothing save the bard’s own

genius would fail to be intelligible as literature; by the same

token, a purely subjective reading, which ignores the struc-

tural and generic features of a work, which pays no heed to

the intention inscribed in its intrinsic verbal substance,

would fail to be an interpretation of the work itself. Litera-

ture—like the language from which it emerges—presup-

poses a communal culture, which in turn rests upon a

common human nature.

The knowledge of human nature and the human con-

dition that literature yields is the basis of its educational

rôle. A poet or a novelist contributes to the moral and so-

cial formation of his readers less by providing moral pre-

cepts or lessons in citizenship than by shaping the moral

imagination. Literature, then, is less concerned to assert what

is right and wrong than to evoke the experience of good
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and evil. Shakespeare does not tell us that Edmund, in King

Lear, is evil. Instead, he unfolds the layers of his villain’s

arrogance and self-pity, of his ambition and envy; and he

allows him to make claims upon both our sympathy and

fascination. Such is the peril of literature: one may choose

to ignore the import of the drama as a whole and accept

Edmund’s claim to be a victim. A character on a grander

scale of wickedness—the Satan of Milton’s Paradise Lost—

OVID (Publius Ovidius Naso, 43 b.c.-a.d. 17), lacked the discre-
tion (or the connections or the luck) of Virgil and Horace, who could
maintain both their independence and the favor of the emperor. Ovid’s
early erotic poetry, its sensuality salted by witty self-mockery, seems
designed to provoke respectable opinion. About the time Virgil’s post-
humous Aeneid, with its sombre portrayal of patriotic self-sacrifice, is
appearing to universal acclaim, Ovid is suggesting that the seducer of
another man’s wife, when he breaks down her door, outwits rivals, and
engages in a “night attack,” is also a soldier in love’s war (Amores I.ix).
This classical version of “Make love, not war!” was bound to infuriate
Augustus, whose imperial program demanded a restoration of the pa-
triotism and chastity of the ancient Republic; when Ovid was involved
in a scandal at court—possibly involving the Emperor’s notoriously
promiscuous granddaughter—Augustus banished him for life to the
howling wilderness of Pontus, on the Black Sea at the edge of the
Empire. Ovid’s grand, quasi-epic retelling of Greek myth in the Meta-
morphoses and his celebration of Roman religious holidays in the Fasti
were of no avail. His final poems, the Ex Ponte and the Tristia, are
versified pleas for clemency that met with stony silence from Augustus
and his successor, Tiberius. Rome’s gayest and most charming poet died
in miserable exile.
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is notorious for having attracted the favor of romantically

inclined readers from Blake and Shelley to William Empson.

But if poetry is more dangerous than precept, it is also more

powerful and engaging. The reader or theatrical spectator

who has felt the full impact of King Lear has a knowledge

more profound and moving than the simple proposition

that deceit, betrayal, and murder are never justified; he will

gain an emotional and imaginative revulsion at evil dressed

up in bland excuse and political pretext. He will have an

inner resistance to collaboration with the Edmunds he meets

in the world, or to complicity with the Edmund who lurks

within each of us.

“Poets aim either to teach or delight,” is Horace’s fa-

mous dictum in The Art of Poetry, and Sir Philip Sidney

refines the saying by suggesting that teaching and delighting

are bound up with one another: “But it is that fayning no-

table images of vertues, vices, or what els, with that

delightfull teaching, which must be the right describing note

to know a Poet by....”5 Neither Horace nor Sidney is alto-

gether free of the “sugar-coated-pill” theory of literary teach-

ing; but, as the quotation from the latter suggests, their

best instincts tell them that the morality in poetry is built

into the poetic essence as such: “[the] fayning notable im-
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ages of vertues, vices, or what els” is the poetry. As Sidney

stresses, the power of literature to teach is bound up with

its power to represent the human experience of life, but life

as it has meaning for us. “Right Poets,” he says, are like “the

more excellent” painters, “who, hauing no law but wit, be-

stow that in cullours vpon you which is fittest for the eye to

see: as the constant though lamenting looke of Lucrecia,

when she punished in her selfe an others fault; wherein he

painteth not Lucrecia whom he neuer sawe, but painteth

the outwarde beauty of such a vertue.”6 Literature moves us

by uniting goodness and beauty in our imagination; it seeks

truth by means of fiction.

In assessing the representational element in literature, it

is important always to bear in mind that, excepting drama,

it is all done with words. Imaginative literature puts enor-

mous pressure on language, with the salutary result of ex-

panding, enriching, and refining the resources of that most

characteristic yet remarkable of human traits. It is difficult

to conceive of men and women without speech; hence we

must think of language less as a human achievement than as

a necessary condition of humanity. Speech, however, can

develop or degenerate: among numerous other factors, the

splendor of Shakespearean drama is in part the result of a
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tremendous growth in the power and subtlety of the En-

glish language in the course of the fifteenth and sixteenth

centuries. But the writing and reading of poetry are a cause

of linguistic burgeoning as well as an effect. Poetry is speech

at its most intense: it requires all the resources of meaning

and expression that a language can provide, but it also con-

tributes to the creation of those resources. It would thus be

difficult to determine whether the decline of Latin litera-

ture in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages resulted

from a loss of complexity and refinement in the Latin lan-

guage, or the language deteriorated because the poetry that

was being written became cruder and less imaginative. What

can be said with certainty is that the study of literature re-

quires the study of language, and that a knowledge of any

DANTE ALIGHIERI (1265-1321), was born in Florence, but exiled in 1301
as the result of a political vendetta while he was serving on an embassy to
the Pope in Rome. An idealist in politics as well as love, Dante steadfastly
refused to make the admissions or concessions that would win him a
reprieve, and so he never set foot in his native city again. The Divine
Comedy is the work of an exile who knew the bitter taste of another man’s
bread and the wearying steepness of his stairs (Paradiso XVII.58-60).
Dante was thus supremely fitted to recognize that life on this earth is
exile, our true home in heaven. In Florence’s storied Santa Croce Church,
which holds the remains of luminaries such as Michelangelo, Machiavelli,
Galileo, and Rossini, there is an empty tomb and monument for Dante,
who lies buried, still an exile, in Ravenna.
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language finally depends upon an acquaintance with the lit-

erature in which a language finds its most thoughtful and

vital articulation. To be able to read critically, reflectively,

and confidently requires wide reading in the the great litera-

ture that has formed the linguistic culture of a society; and

eloquent writing requires a fortiori a command of the most

powerful resources of a language, which are only available,

again, in its most important literature.

The interrelationships among literatures of different lan-

guages, cultures, and ages define the critical relationship

between history and literature. Although a poet is inevitably

affected by the social and political setting in which he writes,

the crucial context of his work is the history of literature

itself. Whatever the personal motives or public pressures that

act upon a writer, the definitive goal of his efforts is, recog-

nizably, a work of literature. Swift never actually admits that

A Modest Proposal is a satire and not an actual scheme for

using Irish infants as a foodstuff, and he never confesses that

Lemuel Gulliver is a made-up character whose Travels were

spun out of Swift’s own fertile fantasy. Likewise, Thomas

More appears to guarantee the authenticity of Raphael

Hythlodaeus’s account of a distant, perfectly ordered state by

introducing himself as an uncomfortable auditor into the
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text of Utopia. Only the most naïve reader, however, would

doubt for a moment that these works are fictions, created by

their authors to respond to and take their place among the

poems and stories of other authors. The relationship of

literature to actual history—including an author’s own biog-

raphy—is always important, but always oblique. For this

reason, the place of literature in education is unique. It

involves a good deal of historical knowledge of persons,

places, facts, dates, and the like; but these matters are, finally,

ancillary to the study of literature per se, which dwells in the

realm of the human spirit. Even as a particular poem is a

structure of tension between author and reader, between a

unique verbal form and the literary and linguistic conven-

tions that constitute its matrix, just so is literature itself (like

all creations of the mind) an institution within but not

wholly of the flux of human history.

The history of literature is thus best pursued in terms of

the emergence, development, and transformation of genres

or literary “kinds.” The difficulty of this approach is that

“genre,” like “literature” itself, is an ambiguous term. There

is more than one principle for dividing up literary works into

categories, and the generally recognized genres that have

emerged in the course of literary history are not always logi-
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cally compatible. Most works draw on a variety of generic

conventions, and practically no memorable work fits com-

fortably into the definitions offered by scholars—one of the

marks of literary greatness is a testing of the conventional

boundaries of the recognized genres. The conventions are

not, therefore, irrelevant or unimportant. Even in “realistic”

novels, we unconsciously accept impossibly knowledgeable

and coherent narrative perspectives because the conventions

of prose fiction are part of our literary culture. And it is those

innovative authors who challenge or subvert the conven-

tions who most depend upon them. Any reasonably literate

person can work out the conventions of the Victorian novel

in the course of reading, but it requires a high degree of

critical sophistication—a conscious awareness that the usual

CHAUCER, Geoffrey (ca. 1340-1400), was born into a family of
prosperous wine merchants, but by virtue of good education and innate
gifts, he came to be on familiar terms with nobles and kings. As a young
man he was a courtly lover and a soldier, taken prisoner by the French
and subsequently ransomed in the Hundred Years’ War. In his later
years, he worked as a diplomat and a civil servant and enjoyed the
patronage of John of Gaunt as well as both Richard II and Henry IV.
His masterpiece, The Canterbury Tales, is the fruit of a lifetime rich in
experience and observation of humanity. The surface tone of the work is
a detached, tolerant, and good-humored skepticism, yet there is nothing
cynical in Chaucer, whose work bespeaks not only wisdom but an
abiding sympathy for his fellow man born of a profound charity.
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means of story-telling have been discarded—to respond to

the stream-of-consciousness narration of To the Lighthouse

or the lack of a conventional plot in Waiting for Godot.

In the course of Western literary history, genres have

developed in terms both of formal features and aspects of

tone and content, and the same term can be used to specify

either a closely deWned literary form or a general theme or

subject. Pure examples of speciWc genres are the exception

rather than the rule. For example, much of the poetry of

Robert Frost may reasonably be described as “pastoral,” but

he did not write formal pastorals on the model of Theocritus’s

Idylls or Virgil’s Eclogues or strict Renaissance imitations like

Petrarch’s Bucolicum carmen. Indeed, many of the greatest

literary achievements grow out of an author’s re-imagining

both the generic form and the spiritual vision of his great

predecessors: for example, an “epic” novel—a prose narrative

on a grand scale, like Moby-Dick or War and Peace—can be

seen as a modernized version of the quest and conXict motifs

of ancient epic as founded by Homer and Virgil. Genre,

then, is an indispensable literary concept as it applies both to

the form of individual works and to the historical unfolding

of literary tradition; however, it would be foolish to bind

particular poems, plays, and stories to generic models, as if
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they were so many beds of Procrustes. One way of regarding

a work of literature is to see it as a result of a poet coming to

terms with the conventions of his art and the limits of na-

ture, while at the same time, in Sidney’s grand phrase, “freely

ranging onely within the Zodiack of his owne wit.”7 Or as

T. S. Eliot says,  literature represents a confrontation and

convergence of “Tradition and the Individual Talent.”8

At the fountainhead of Western literature is the epic—

the story of a hero struggling against the constraints of the

human condition. Western literature—and in some measure

Western culture and education—begins with the Iliad and

the Odyssey, traditionally ascribed to the blind bard Homer,

who probably put the poems in roughly their present form

about seven centuries before the birth of Christ. Beginning

in Athens and the other Greek city-states at least as early as

the fifth century B.C., the epics of Homer have spread through-

out the Western world and been a continuous influence

upon culture, education, and literature even to the present

day. Of course the same argument could be made about the

opening books of the Bible, especially Genesis and Exodus,

attributed to Moses. These books go back more than 1200

years before the birth of Christ, and they are certainly epic in

their theme and scope and in the grandeur of their style. The
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account of the Hebrews’ escape from slavery in Egypt and

their conquest of the Promised Land, for instance, is an

undeniably epic tale. The books of the Bible, however, have

been preserved not as poetry, but rather as sacred history and

revealed truth. Indeed, the survival of classical literature,

with its idolatrous and often unedifying mythology, was

possible in a severely Christian world largely because the

attitude of the ancient Greeks and Romans toward their

gods and the stories about them never involved the rigorous

claims of truth that Christians and Jews attach to their

Scriptures. Although the influence of the Bible on Western

culture is thus as great as that of Homer and all of Greek and

DE CERVANTES,,,,, Miguel (1547-1616), lived a life plagued with mis-
fortune. Heroic service in the Battle of Lepanto (1571), which turned the
tide in Christendom’s struggle against a growing Turkish threat, cost
him his left eye and the use of his left arm. In 1575 he was captured by
Barbary pirates and languished five long years in an Algerian prison
before being ransomed. He spent the rest of his life eking out a meager
living as a writer and minor government functionary. He was more than
fifty when he attained his first success with the first part of Don Quixote
(1605),  and even this work and its glorious second part (1615) brought
him little prosperity to match his fame. Cervantes, unlike Virgil and
Horace, endured extremely ill fortune in patrons—the noblemen to
whom he dedicated the first and second parts of his masterpiece, and
who would otherwise be forgotten, were insensible to his genius and
ignored him. The most influential work of Western fiction brought its
author lasting fame, but no worldly success.
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Roman literature combined, it is an influence of a different

order. Until the last two or three centuries, almost no one

would have thought of Exodus as “poetry” in the same way

as the Iliad.

It is the Iliad, the tale of the wrath of Achilles in the

tenth and final year of the Greek siege of Troy, and its com-

panion piece, the Odyssey, which recounts the ten-year quest

of the hero Odysseus to return to his homeland, that define

the characteristics of the epic for the Western literary tradi-

tion. These characteristics will be familiar to most students

who have read a few fragments of the Odyssey or the Divine

Comedy or Paradise Lost in a literature anthology. An epic is

a poem about a great quest or conflict that involves the des-

tiny of nations. Its characters are of imposing stature—gods

and heroes—its style is grand and dignified, its setting encom-

passes heaven and earth, and it deploys specific epic devices

like the extended Homeric simile and the catalogue of war-

riors. And so on. This standard description is certainly un-

exceptionable as far as it goes, but it leaves out the speed of

the narration, the clean simplicity of the style (“grand” must

not be allowed to suggest “heavy” or “stodgy”), the vivid

humanity of the “heroic” characters, and above all the tight

focus of the plot not on the fate of peoples, but on the
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passionate struggles of individual men and women. The Iliad

picks up in the tenth year of the war and begins with taw-

dry quarrels over captive concubines. It ends not with the

wooden horse and the sack of Troy, but with the brutal and

tragic slaying of Hector and the sure knowledge that his

conqueror Achilles will soon follow him to an early grave.

The Odyssey likewise begins in medias res in the final year of

the hero’s quest, and its focus is on his very personal story: a

man trying to come home after a war to be reunited with

his wife and son. Homer has endured because he has told

with surpassing beauty, but also with unflinching moral

realism, stories that still resonate in our minds and hearts.

The Western world has produced three other epics that

are essential to a liberal education. Virgil’s Aeneid, Dante’s

Divine Comedy, and Milton’s Paradise Lost. Although

Homer was the first epic poet, there can be no doubt that

Virgil exerted a greater direct influence on the development

of the literary tradition. After the gradual disintegration of

the Roman Empire, Western Europe was generally igno-

rant of Greek, and Homer’s works were known largely by

report. Virgil, however, was read throughout the Middle

Ages and exercised an incalculable influence on an enormous

variety of writers over the next 2,000 years down to our
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own day. In contrast to the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Aeneid

is a reflective poem about a hero of self-renunciation. A

reluctant warrior, “pius Aeneas” always pays reverence to the

gods and to his destiny; he always does his duty. But while

Virgil celebrates the triumphant origins of the grandeur that

SHAKESPEARE, William (1564-1616), undoubtedly wrote the plays
attributed to him, and no more improbable substitute has been sug-
gested than the current favorite, the feckless seventeenth Earl of Oxford,
Edward de Vere. Most great writers are very intelligent, but they are
usually not intellectuals, infrequently scholars, and very rarely aristo-
crats—Lord Byron and Count Tolstoy are in a decided minority.
Shakespeare had all the education and experience he needed because he
was, in Henry James’s phrase, a man “on whom nothing was lost.”  He
was almost certainly reared Catholic at a time of increasing persecution
of the old faith on the part of Queen Elizabeth’s government. A
growing body of evidence suggests that he worked as a school master
and journeyman actor in Catholic households in the North of England
during the “lost years” of the later 1580s, and this lends some probability
to the report (or accusation) by a late seventeenth-century Anglican
clergyman that the playwright “died a papist.”  Shakespeare’s plays and
poems, especially his mysterious Sonnets (1609), may be safely assumed
to grow out of his own experiences, interests, and longings; their actual
relationship to his life, however, cannot be determined with any cer-
tainty. More than any other poet, Shakespeare created a secondary
world of remarkable depth and richness in a theatre fittingly called the
Globe. His works, analogous to the great work of creation itself, tell us
unerringly that there is a creator behind them, but they reveal almost
nothing of his inner being. It is difficult to ascertain how or why the
world came into being, yet impossible to imagine it not being; it is
difficult to understand how anyone could have created Shakespeare’s
dramatic world, yet impossible to imagine it not being there.
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will be Rome, he also ruefully acknowledges the bitter an-

guish that bloody triumph costs. Virgil is so intensely aware

of human limitations, so profoundly concerned with the

spiritual trials of his hero, that it is no wonder that he was

long regarded as half-Christian. That the central epic of the

Western literary tradition is full of ambiguity and doubt

about conquest and warfare suggests that European culture

is less an unthinking exercise in triumphalist hegemony than

many surmise.

The place of Virgil in Western literature and civiliza-

tion is indicated by the next indispensable epic of that tra-

dition: in the Divine Comedy, Dante takes the character

DONNE, John (1572-1631), son of Saint Thomas More’s great niece
and with two Jesuit uncles,  was reared as a Catholic recusant (“refuser”)
in a time of increasing persecution. His bold and witty early love poems,
as well as his satires, were a provocation to Protestant respectability in
Elizabethan England in the same fashion that Ovid affronted respect-
able society in Augustan Rome. Donne, whose personae in his love
poems often assume the pose of a cynical seducer, threw away all his
worldly prospects to elope with the seventeen-year-old daughter of a
wealthy country gentleman. After ten years of poverty on the margins of
Jacobean society, Donne found a way to reconcile his conscience with
membership in the Church of England. He became a clergyman and
eventually Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral. His spiritual struggles pro-
duced some of the most powerful devotional poetry in English, and his
sermons and Devotions upon Emergent Occasions are among the glories of
English prose.
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“Virgil” as his mentor and guide through hell and purga-

tory during the first two-thirds of the poem. His under-

standing of literary style and his aspiration are shaped by

the poet Virgil, and it is Dante’s explicit intention to join

Virgil and his classical predecessors in the exclusive circle of

culture-defining poets and philosophers. As Homer is taken

to be an expression of the Greek heroic age and Virgil of

the Roman Empire, so Dante is often read and taught as

the embodiment of the medieval worldview, and especially

of the Thomistic theological synthesis. Naturally, there is

an element of truth in these propositions, but they are still

superficial clichés. Dante’s Comedy is certainly a vivid de-

piction of many aspects of his world—political, religious,

social—and it brings to the fore both the philosophical out-

look he derived from the thinkers of his era (including Saint

Thomas Aquinas) and his bitter personal experience. But

the poem is above all a dramatization of a man’s self-dis-

covery and quest for salvation—the restoration of that self.

His journey involves the confrontation with sin, the expe-

rience of penitence, and the glory of reconciliation with

God. The terms of the poem are irreducibly Christian, and

it is otherwise unintelligible; however, the Christian account

of the human situation is sufficiently resonant to adherents
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of other religions or of no religion at all for Dante’s poem

to engage their intellects and touch their hearts. In the course

of creating in the Tuscan vernacular a style to challenge

Virgil’s Latin, Dante, with his younger contemporary

Petrarch, laid the groundwork of the modern Italian lan-

guage. In this feat is manifest the intimate and essential re-

lationship between language and literature, which was so

significant to Renaissance humanism: by the act of literary

creation a language and thus a culture achieves a kind of

permanence and ideal realization. As it becomes the Espe-

ranto of the global marketplace, English is showing the same

wear and tear and debasement that Latin suffered in the

MILTON, John (1608-1674), was a truly learned poet in academic
terms, who also traveled widely and was directly involved in the most
important political and religious affairs of his day. His major works are,
predictably, learned and overtly engaged with the leading issues of his
society. The case of Milton shows us the kind of works that the “un-
learned” Shakespeare would have produced had he enjoyed the exten-
sive formal education and worldly advantages that disdainers of “the
man from Stratford” think he should have had in order to write his plays
and sonnets—which in fact are rather popular and earthy in tone and
style in contrast to Milton’s highly intellectual and scholarly poetry.
Milton in fact displays all the perversity of a radical intellectual. His
Christmas poem, “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity,” virtually
ignores the tenderness and affectivity of the manger scene and compares
the Baby Jesus to the serpent-strangling infant Hercules in what has
been called an “epic Christmas carol.”  In Comus Milton uses the
masque—a genre notorious as a pretext for song, dance, sumptuous
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later imperial era. Yet as long as the works of Shakespeare

and other great English writers are available, the genius of

the language—its responsiveness to the powers of imagina-

tion—will remain.

One of the writers who expanded the capacities of the

English language is John Milton, author of the last great

Western epic. In Milton, as in Dante, the influence of Virgil

is prominent, and the closest a reader of English can get to

the verbal “feel” of the epic hexameters of the Aeneid with-

out reading it in Latin is to read the blank verse of Paradise

Lost. There is no poem in English that better exemplifies

the heroic dignity of the grand style, and it is one of the

costumes, and elaborate stage sets—as a vehicle for the exposition of an
austere Christian Neoplatonism. Although he was the most important
poet of the seventeenth century, Milton devoted his prime middle years
to political and religious controversy in prose. He won the admiration of
Puritans by attacking the liturgy and episcopal hierarchy of the Church
of England and lost it by supporting the legalization of divorce (Milton’s
first marriage, to a seventeen-year-old royalist, was not a happy one). His
vigorous defense of the execution of Charles I favorably impressed
Cromwell, and the poet served for a number of years in the Lord
Protector’s Interregnum government. It was only after the Restoration
of Charles II and the bishops of the Church of England, when Milton
had lost his political hopes, his standing in society, and even his eyesight
that he wrote those works on biblical themes in classical form that
established him among the world’s greatest poets: Paradise Lost, Paradise
Regained, and Samson Agonistes.
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paradoxes of literature that one language can be served so

well by bending it to the imperatives of another. It is the

measure of Milton’s insight and taste that he so unerringly

knows exactly how far he can craft English verse to the turns

of Latinate diction and syntax in the pursuit of “Things

unattempted yet in Prose or Rhime” (I.16). What Milton

does with the thematic substance of epic is another para-

dox. Paradise Lost is, indisputably, a great epic poem of clas-

sical style and heroic scale, and yet it not only is the last

epic; it may also be said to have finished off the epic. The

epic catalogues are mostly lists of fallen angels; the character

who is most consistently heroic in word and action and

attitude is Satan. Most telling, the only epic battle in the

entire poem—the War in Heaven in Book VI—is inconse-

quential and borders at times on the comic, since none of

the angels are able to suffer serious injury, much less death,

because of their ethereal substance. Whether Milton is shap-

ing a new vision of the heroic military virtues in terms of

inner, spiritual strength or simply rejecting them is a ques-

tion that scholars continue to debate. In any case, no one in

the Western world has been able to write a genuine or

unqualified epic since.

Of course there have been numerous important poems
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that make us think of epics: mock epics, like Dryden’s

Mac Flecknoe and Absalom and Achitophel and Pope’s Rape

of the Lock and Dunciad, apply epic conventions to the

trivial or ridiculous with satiric intent. Romantic epics, like

Wordsworth’s Prelude, Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage

and Don Juan, and Whitman’s Song of Myself    (indeed, the

entirety of Leaves of Grass) treat the subjective experience of

their equivocal heroes in quasi-epic terms.

Among the many other ancient long poems that are

worth whatever time a student can find for them, mention

has been made already of Lucretius’s On the Nature of Things,

but the one indispensable poem among them all is Ovid’s

Metamorphoses, an elaborate retelling of a vast array of Greek

myths involving change of form. The most important

source of ancient mythology for medieval and Renaissance

writers, the Metamorphoses is also a unique work of both

BUNYAN, John (1628-1688), was the son of a tinsmith who learned to
read and write at a village school. A veteran of the Parliamentary Army
during the Civil War, Bunyan joined a Nonconformist church in the
1650s and became a powerful Calvinist preacher. With the Restoration
of the monarchy and established church in 1660, unlicensed preaching
became a crime, and Bunyan was jailed twice, the first time for more
than twelve years. The fruit of the second of his imprisonments was The
Pilgrim’s Progress, an allegory of sin and redemption that has appealed to
Christians of every persuasion.
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sparkling sophistication and deep feeling. From the Middle

Ages, the essential long work of poetry besides Dante’s Com-

edy is Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, a collection of

comic tales in rhyming couplets. Another remarkable col-

lection of comic tales from the Middle Ages is Giovanni

Boccaccio’s prose Decameron, while François Rabelais’s

Gargantua and Pantagruel is an unclassifiable narrative, also

POPE, Alexander (1688-1744), was born a Roman Catholic in the
year of the “Glorious Revolution” that expelled James II, put William III
on the throne of England, secured the real sovereignty for Parliament,
and ended any hope of a Catholic restoration. Although he consorted
with skeptical rationalists and could have enjoyed numerous benefits
(e.g., government sinecures) by nominally conforming to the estab-
lished church, Pope remained true to his faith until his death. He
suffered physical as well as religious disabilities: tuberculosis of the spine
contracted as a child turned him into a hunchback who never grew
much over four feet tall. His chronic ill health produced his famous
phrase, “This long disease, my life” (Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot, 132). Pope
compensated by becoming the first English author to earn a substantial
living by publishing his work. The great success of his translation of the
Iliad into heroic couplets won him financial independence and retire-
ment at a modest rural estate. Pope’s heroic couplets are often regarded
as the poetic expression of Enlightenment rationalism, but, as William
Wimsatt decisively demonstrates, rhyme is inherently antirationalist in
its juxtapositioning of words on the basis of sound alone. Pope’s work
has more in common with the poetry of wit of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries than with the cool skepticism of a Voltaire or
Diderot. It is not surprising, therefore, that Pope eschewed the sym-
metrical formalism of French gardens at his Twickenham estate in favor
of the “natural” garden that foreshadowed Romanticism.
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in prose, which reflects the mischievous, satirical side of

humanist learning also seen in Desiderius Erasmus’s Praise

of Folly and Thomas More’s Utopia.

Drama is the most social or communal art, because the

individual dramatist is altogether dependent upon a host of

collaborators to see his work realized, and periods of great

drama are understandably rare. There is no dispute about the

origin of Western drama in festivals of Dionysius in Athens

during the fifth century before the birth of Christ. The plays

that have survived from that century—the tragedies of

Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides and the comedies of

Aristophanes—are the first dramatic works of our tradition

and they are arguably the best. Two millennia will pass before

anything comparable emerges. It is late in the Renaissance, in

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, that we come upon

the next great wave of theatrical genius in England, France,

and Spain. The greatest of these dramatists, certainly the

greatest dramatist of all time and possibly the greatest writer,

is William Shakespeare. Ideally, every English-speaking stu-

dent should read all of his plays and poems, but a bare

minimum would include the second Henriad (Richard II, 1

and 2 Henry IV, and Henry V ), a selection of his mature

romantic comedies (The Merchant of Venice, As You Like It,
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Twelfth Night), his late romance, The Tempest, and the

greatest of the tragedies: Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, Othello,

King Lear, Macbeth, and Antony and Cleopatra. Among

Shakespeare’s English contemporaries, Christopher

Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus and at least a few of Ben Jonson’s

comedies—for example, Volpone and The Alchemist—should

not be missed. Seventeenth-century France boasts its great

triumvirate: the tragedians Corneille and Racine and the

comedian Molière. For Corneille, Le Cid is the obvious

choice; for Racine, Andromache or Phaedra; for Molière,

The Misanthrope or Tartuffe. Spanish Golden-Age drama—

the theatre of Cervantes’ contemporaries—is an undiscov-

ered treasure for most Americans. Lope de Vega is notable for

his prodigious fecundity rather than for any one outstanding

play. His younger contemporary, Calderón de la Barca, was

also remarkably productive, but his Life Is a Dream stands

out as perhaps the most powerful and representative baroque

drama, while The Prodigious Magician is a fascinating version

of the Faust legend. Tirso de Molina is known for one

extremely powerful and influential play, The Joker of Seville

and the Dinner Guest of Stone, the earliest theatrical treat-

ment of the Don Juan legend.

Claims may be made for Congreve during the period
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of the Restoration and for Sheridan, Beaumarchais, and

Schiller during the eighteenth century, but the one indis-

putable dramatic masterpiece since the Renaissance is

Goethe’s Faust. Perhaps more of a dramatic epic than a con-

ventional stage play, Faust is probably the greatest single

work of Romanticism and of German literature. Its place

at the summit of world literature results from its unique

blend of stylistic power, dramatic characterization, and philo-

sophical depth and sophistication. Norway’s Henrik Ibsen

is probably the indispensable dramatist at the beginning of

the modern period, but claims could be made for George

JOHNSON, Samuel (1709-1784), was the son of a bookseller whose
death in 1731 left his family in poverty before his son could finish his
degree at Oxford. Sickly as a child and suffering ill health all his life after
years of deprivation and failure, by dint of perseverance and intellectual
effort Johnson made himself into the most important English man of
letters of the later eighteenth century. He is famous not for a particular
great work of literature, but for his overall achievement. He compiled
the first dictionary of the English language (1755), was important in the
development of the essay and periodical literature, wrote a number of
fine poems and an engaging philosophical romance (Rasselas, 1759),
collaborated with James Boswell on an important work of travel litera-
ture, produced an edition of Shakespeare (1765) that is a landmark in
textual editing and interpretive commentary, and laid the foundation
for literary biography in The Lives of the Poets (1779-81). Johnson is
himself the subject of the greatest biography in English, Boswell’s Life of
Johnson (1791), which records his wit, wisdom, and deep compassion,
often concealed by a gruff exterior.
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Bernard Shaw, Bertolt Brecht, Samuel Beckett, Eugène

Ionesco, and Luigi Pirandello.

The dominant literary form of the twentieth century is

prose fiction, especially the novel. Although it is by no means

the earliest piece of extended prose fiction, the novel may be

said to begin with Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote, writ-

ten in the early seventeenth century, which defines itself pre-

cisely as a narrative of naturally explicable events among

recognizable characters of everyday life, as opposed to the

fantastic exploits and magical escapades of chivalric romance.

The central character’s generally futile efforts to dwell in the

enchanted realm of unfettered fancy are thus instrumental in

laying down the realistic boundaries of the workaday world

AUSTEN,,,,, Jane (1775-1817), was the daughter of a clergyman of the
Church of England. She never married and lived with her family
throughout her apparently uneventful life, thus giving the lie to the
notion that powerful writers must have wide experience of the world,
extensive education, and deal with great events (she never mentions the
French Revolution or Napoleon). Writing about the domestic affairs of
the rural gentry and village shopkeepers and the marital aspirations of
their daughters—“the little bit (two inches wide) of ivory on which I
work with so fine a brush as produces little effect after much labor” is her
own description of her literary métier—Jane Austen captures a vision of
ordinary life in society that is unsentimental, ironic, and morally acute.
She is, as C. S. Lewis opines, less the mother of Henry James than the
niece of Dr. Johnson—a classical mind in the age of Romanticism.
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in which this new form, the novel, typically takes place. The

realism associated with the novel (and the short story) refers

principally to the accurate and convincing evocation of the

concrete features of an ordinary world inhabited by recog-

nizable human beings. Even a science fiction novel (as op-

posed to a work of fantasy) attempts to create a plausibly

factual world of the future by extrapolating from current

scientific fact and theory. Works of fantasy—from Beowulf

to The Faerie Queene to The Lord of the Rings—although

they include purely imaginary features (enchanted lakes,

dragons, elves) may, nonetheless, be works of powerful moral

and spiritual realism. “Realism” in this latter sense is not,

however, a strictly literary term denoting a generic character-

istic. The genius of Don Quixote lies in its dwelling in the

territory of rigorous realism while glancing continuously

and longingly at the ideal kingdom of chivalric imagination,

thus merging “realism” in its literary and moral senses.

Cervantes’s most effective early disciples in the devel-

opment of the novel as a realist genre were eighteenth-cen-

tury Englishmen, and among their novels the most impor-

tant are probably Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, Henry

Fielding’s Tom Jones, and Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy.

The great age of the novel is the nineteenth century, and
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England again boasts a remarkable galaxy of fiction writers.

At the turn of the century Jane Austen created six exquis-

itely crafted comedies of manners that combine sparkling

style, keen irony, and profound moral insight. Pride and

Prejudice may have been displaced as the most important

by Emma as the result of a flurry of excellent cinematic

adaptations. Among the great victorian novels, Dickens’s

David Copperfield, Bleak House, and Great Expectations;

Thackeray’s Vanity Fair; George Eliot’s Middlemarch and

Mill on the Floss; and Trollope’s Barchester Towers and The

Way We Live Now would seem to be indispensable. In

America, Melville’s very long Moby-Dick and very short Billy

Budd and Mark Twain’s wonderful Huckleberry Finn are

contemporaneous achievements. Whether Mary Shelley’s

Frankenstein and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Scarlet Letter

should be classified as novels or gothic romances, they are

both books that should not be missed. In France the three

great nineteenth-century novelists are Victor Hugo, espe-

cially for Les Misérables, Honoré de Balzac, especially for

Père Goriot, and Gustave Flaubert, especially for Madame

Bovarie. But it may be Russia that has the strongest claim

to have produced the greatest novels of all time in Leo

Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and War and Peace, Fyodor
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Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment and Brothers

Karamazov, and Ivan Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons.

In England Heart of Darkness and other works by the

transplanted Pole, Joseph Conrad, and the late novels of the

transplanted American, Henry James, mark the beginning

of the twentieth century. The three great names of “high

modernist” fiction in the first half of the twentieth century

are the Irishman James Joyce, the Frenchman Marcel Proust,

and the German Thomas Mann, whose characteristic works,

Ulysses, Remembrance of Things Past, and The Magic Moun-

tain, respectively, are marked by a preoccupation with

COLERIDGE, Samuel Taylor (1772-1834), who as a young man was
a romantic visionary like his friend Wordsworth, was inspired by the
French Revolution and the prospect of the imminent reform of the
world. By the time their joint production, Lyrical Ballads, appeared in
1798, both men were growing disillusioned by the excesses of the
Revolution and both would become increasingly conservative as they
grew older. Coleridge’s chief contribution to Lyrical Ballads, “The Rime
of the Ancient Mariner,” is among the most remarkable poems in
English, but by 1802 he was lamenting the loss of his poetic powers in
“Dejection: An Ode,” a paradoxically splendid poem on the inability to
write poetry. Coleridge’s muse was in fact departing, as he slid into
despondency over his unhappy marriage to Sarah Fricker and his futile
love for Wordsworth’s sister-in-law. His life was also bedeviled for many
years by addiction to opium, which he began taking for medicinal
purposes. He compensated for his failing powers as a poet by becoming
the greatest English literary critic since Johnson. Biographia Literaria
(1817) is his principal theoretical work.
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alienated subjective consciousness and innovative technical

virtuosity that renders their work very difficult—if not

inaccessible—to most readers. Joyce’s greatest disciple, and

one of the greatest novelists of the twentieth century, is

William Faulkner in works like The Sound and the Fury and

As I Lay Dying. Yet the most enduring novelist of the early

twentieth century, although she lacks academic cachet at the

present, may be Sigrid Undset for her multivolume histori-

cal works, Kristin Lavransdatter and The Master of Hestviken.

Perhaps no one comes closer to the great nineteenth-century

Russians in achieving the esssential task of the novelist: to

shape a complex, compelling narrative, peopled with con-

vincing characters, and transfigured by profound spiritual

significance.

It remains to mention the various genres of shorter po-

ems: pastorals, satires, epigrams, and the lyric. While the

extended narrative works—epic poetry and the novel—in-

volve telling a story about various characters by means of a

third-person narration, and drama by means of first-person

dialogue among the characters, the typical shorter poem seems

to be the utterance of the poet himself, speaking or singing

his own thoughts or feelings. Certainly part of the power of

both lyrical and satirical poetry is a sense of intimacy with the
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poet, of gazing through a window into a creative mind. This

preoccupation with the actual, historical poet is, however, an

illusion and a distraction from the poetry itself, which is

always a fiction, always a representation. Once a poet has set

about to compose a poem (something made), the sense of

sincerity and spontaneity are part of the fiction. The poet is

playing a rôle, assuming a voice, creating a persona, even if

the poem has been inspired directly by his own personal

experience. Persona, in Latin the mask worn by actors in

Roman drama, is the literary term of art for precisely the

“mask” or “countenance” the poet puts on and hides behind

in order to provide a vehicle for the emotion and insight that

must be detached from his own private experience in order

to become part of ours. Hence even if someone discovers

indisputable evidence of the identity of “Mr. W. H.” or

proves that there really was a “Dark Lady” in Shakespeare’s

actual life, these facts about the poet will not settle the inter-

pretation of the poetry of the Sonnets.

Since the shorter poetic forms are even more dependent

than drama and narrative on nuances of style, it is very

difficult to get any sense of the power and beauty of

translated lyrics, epigrams, or satires. A few poets are so

critical to understanding the development of Western cul-
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ture, not to say literature, that they must be known, even if

only in translation. Among these I would include the

surviving lyrics of Sappho, at least a few of the lyrics of

Catullus, Ovid’s Amores, and, above all, Petrarch’s sonnets to

Laura, which are crucial to our complex and equivocal ideas

of sexual love even to this day. Equally important are the

Odes (Carmina) of Horace, which are one of the principal

sources of the idea of the virtuous, modest, but independent

country life—a perennial theme in Anglo-American litera-

ture; his satires, which supply both the classic image of the

inescapable bore and the earliest version of the Country

Mouse/City Mouse story; and the satires of Juvenal, which

UNDSET, Sigrid (1882-1949), was the daughter of a Norwegian
archaeologist—a lineage which may in part account for the scrupulous
historical accuracy of her treatment of medieval Norway in her historical
fiction. Her life was marked by great sorrows, including divorce from her
artist husband and the death of one of her sons in battle against the
Nazis in the early stages of World War II; her novels give a generally grim
view of human sinfulness and the struggle against passion. Undset’s
depictions of modern life are especially bleak, but her reputation rests on
two massive fictional treatments of  medieval Norway: the trilogy Kristin
Lavransdatter (1920-22), and the tetralogy The Master of Hestviken (1925-
27). It was after publication of the former that she was received into the
Catholic Church in 1924. Undset was awarded the Nobel Prize (1928)
largely on the basis of her historical novels, but her novels in modern
settings are also fine works, and she was an excellent essayist on historical,
social, and religious themes.
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provide an influential condemnation of corrupt urban life,

the idea of the “Vanity of Human Wishes” (in Dr. Johnson’s

English adaptation), and the telling satirist’s phrase, “savage

indignation.”

There are many beautiful medieval lyrics, but the great

tradition of the English lyric begins with Wyatt and Surrey

early in the sixteenth century. Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella,

Spenser’s Amoretti (along with his Epithalamion—the fin-

est wedding song in any language), and Shakespeare’s Son-

nets are the best English sonnet sequences. The seventeenth

century is a treasure trove of lyrical poetry. John Donne’s

Songs and Sonets, his Satyres, Holy Sonnets, and Hymns are

at the top of the list along with the “minor poems” of John

Milton. Ben Jonson, Robert Herrick, and Andrew Marvell

wrote exquisite lyrics and poems of reflection; George

Herbert’s The Temple is the finest collection of religious

lyrics in English, but Crashaw’s Carmen Deo Nostro and

Henry Vaughan’s Silex Scintillans are worthy successors.

John Dryden, already mentioned as an author of mock

epic, produced two of the best works of religio-political

satire in Religio Laici and the very much underrated The

Hind and the Panther. Dryden lays the foundation for the

tremendous achievement in satire and mock epic of
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Alexander Pope, who dominates the eighteenth century.

The next great burst of lyrical poetry comes with the

Romantic movement: Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Songs

of Experience, Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner, and

the great odes of Shelley and Keats are among the most

memorable of English poems. Wordsworth and Byron,

mentioned for their variations on epic, also wrote many fine

lyrics. The Victorian successors to the Romantics (most

notably Tennyson, Browning, and Matthew Arnold) all

produced poems—“Ulysses,” “My Last Duchess,” and “Do-

ver Beach” immediately spring to mind—that everyone

should know. Gerard Manley Hopkins, whose work re-

mained unpublished for almost thirty years after his death,

was the greatest English devotional poet since Herbert. The

first great American poets come late in the nineteenth

century: the reclusive spinster Emily Dickinson and the

bumptious, self-educated and self-promoting Walt Whitman.

William Butler Yeats may well be the greatest poet to write

in English in the twentieth century, and I would add Robert

Frost, T. S. Eliot, and Wallace Stevens.

All the authors and works that I have mentioned are

worth reading, and every educated man and woman will

wish to have at least a passing acquaintance with almost all
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ELIOT, T. S. (1888-1965), was born in St. Louis of a prominent family
descended of early New England settlers, and he could trace his lineage
back to the Tudor humanist, Sir Thomas Elyot. He went to England
and France to complete work on a Harvard Ph.D. dissertation in phi-
losophy, but eventually abandoned philosophy for poetry and never
took his degree, settling permanently in England in 1915. The publica-
tion of The Waste Land in 1922 was one of the seminal events of
twentieth-century literature, comparable in its effect to the first perfor-
mance of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring or Picasso’s cubist paintings.
With this single poem, deploying numerous literary allusions and a
dense, difficult stream-of-consciousness technique, Eliot’s fame and
notoriety were established. He seemed to be mounting a radical attack
on the impersonal industrial society from which modern man feels a
deep sense of alienation; hence it was a great shock to the intellectual
world when, in 1928, having just become a British citizen, Eliot pro-
claimed himself a classicist in literature, a royalist in politics, and an
Anglo-Catholic in religion. Over the succeeding decades he would
establish himself as the most important modern literary critic of the
English-speaking world and an important conservative commentator on
religious and cultural affairs. His efforts to reestablish verse drama in
plays like Murder in the Cathedral and The Cocktail Party have attained,
at best, mixed success; however, in works like Ash Wednesday and Four
Quartets, he has offered the finest devotional poetry of our century.

of them; but of course these are works that require (and

repay!) close attention and repeated readings. Still, much of

one’s reading should be for pleasure, and everyone will have

a personal interest in certain books and authors because of

sympathy with their religious or ethnic attachments or their

philosophical or political views. Such interests ought to be

pursued, but all one’s reading will be enhanced by a sense of
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the overall contours of Western literature and by an acquain-

tance with its greatest monuments. Readers, like authors,

need to know where they stand in relation to the past in

order to live fully in the present; they need to recognize the

genius of others in order to realize their own.

NOTES:

1. Norton Anthology of English Literature, ed. M. H. Abrams, et al. (New
York: Norton, 1986, 5th Ed., II), 864.

2. Wordsworth, “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads (1800), in Wordsworth: Poetical
Works, ed. Thomas Hutchison (London: Oxford Univeristy Press, 1969),
737.

3. René Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature, 3rd ed. (New
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1962), 142-57.

4. There are, to be sure, twentieth-century poems that are quite long, but
no one, I think, has ever found a coherent story in Ezra Pound’s Cantos or
David Jones’s Anathémata.

5. An Apologie for Poetrie, in Elizabethan Critical Essays, ed. G. Gregory
Smith (London: Oxford University Press, 1904), 1, 160.

6. Ibid., 159.

7. Ibid., 156.

8. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” in The Sacred Wood (Lon-
don: Methuen, 1920), 47-59.


