
SIGMUND FREUD

Creative Writers
and Day-Dreaming

1908

Although the  perennially  fascinating  question  of  how  a  work  of  art
comes into  being  is  less  a  purely  literary  topic  than  a  psychological
one, we  have  already  seen  attempts by  various  poets  and  philosophers
—Plato (in The Ion) , Young,  Coleridge,  Keats, Shelley, and Poe,  among
others—to define  the  literary  imagination.  It  remained  for  Sigmund
Freud, the  father  of  psychoanalysis,  to  attempt  an  explanation  of  the
mysterious process  of  artistic  creation  on  scientific  grounds.  It  is  not
necessary to  study  either  Freudian  theory  in  its  entirety  or  Freud's
terminology in  order  to  understand  this  theoretical  account  of  the
origin and  nature  of  literary  works  and  the  reasons  why they  affect  us
so strongly.

From childhood  play  to  fantasies  to  dreams  to  works  of  art,  Freud
establishes a  common element:  the  human  desire  to  alter  the  existing
and often  unsatisfactory  or  unpleasant world  of  reality.  Mental  activity
is directed  toward  inventing  a  situation  in  which  unsatisfied  wishes
will be  fulfilled.  When  this  activity  becomes  too  powerful  (when  the
person, as  we  say,  "loses  touch  with  reality"),  the  individual  is  close
to mental  illness.  Plato  identifies  the  poet  as  a  madman,  but  Freud
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significantly stops  short  of  the  boundary  line  of  pathology.  Artists  are
not mad,  but  they  are  unsatisfied.  However,  if  the  impulse  to  create
fantasies is  universally  present,  as  Freud indicates,  what  distinguishes
the creative  writer  from  the  rest  of  us?  Is Freud's  position,  as has been
charged, that  the  artist  is  merely  a  successful  neurotic?

The writer's  choice  of  subject  matter  then  seems  to  be  dictated  by
unfulfilled childhood  wishes  as  well  as  by  a  "recent  provoking  occa-
sion"; past  and  present  are  projected  toward  the  future  through  the
medium of  art.  The  artist  dreams  aloud  and  in  public.  But what  is  it
that makes  for  the  special  pleasure  we  derive  from  the  artist's  depic-
tion of  painful  or  unpleasant  events?  Despite Freud's  emphasis  on  the
content or  inner  meaning  of  a  work  of  art,  he  does  deal  with  what  he
calls "poetical  effects":  the  source  of  our  pleasure  is  the  formal  control
that the  writer  exercises  over  his  day-deams.  Freud  calls  this  aesthetic
response a  "bribe",  which enables  us  to  overcome  our  repulsion  and
which frees  us  from our  own  anxieties.  Sidney likewise  uses  a metaphor
(the cherry-flavored  medicine)  to  describe  the  relationship  between
form and  content. But compare  this  theory  with  other  statements  about
the relationship  between  pleasure  and  pain  as  put forth  by  Aristotle,
Dr. Johnson,  and Keats  (see  Letter 45).

In constructing  his  theory,  Freud  chooses  to  discuss  not  the  "most
highly esteemed  writers"  but  those  with  the  greatest  mass  appeal.  The
basis for this  choice  should  be  studied  in  the  light  of  what  Freud  says
about the  effect  of  literature  upon  the  audience.  What  effect,  if  any,
would the  contrary  choice  have  on  his  theory?

WE LAYME N hav e alway s bee n intensel y curiou s t o know—lik e th e
Cardinal wh o pu t a  simila r questio n t o Ariost o l—from wha t source s
that strang e being , th e creativ e writer , draw s hi s material , an d ho w
he manage s t o mak e suc h a n impressio n o n u s wit h i t an d t o arous e
in u s emotions o f which , perhaps , w e had no t eve n though t ourselve s
capable. Ou r interes t i s only heightene d th e mor e b y th e fac t that , i f
we as k him, th e write r himsel f give s u s n o explanation , o r non e tha t
is satisfactory; and i t i s not a t al l weakened b y our knowledg e tha t no t
even th e cleares t insigh t int o th e determinant s o f hi s choic e o f ma -
terial an d int o th e natur e o f th e ar t o f creating imaginativ e for m wil l
ever hel p t o make creativ e writers of us .

l Cardinal Ippolit o d'Est e wa s Ariosto' s firs t patron , t o who m h e dedicate d th e
Orlando Furioso.  Th e poet' s onl y rewar d wa s th e question : "Wher e di d yo u fin d
so man y stories , Lodovico? " [Th e footnote s fo r thi s essa y wer e supplie d b y th e
translator, I . F . Gran t Duff. ]

CREATIVE WRITER S AN D DAY-DREAMIN G 421

If w e could a t leas t discover i n ourselve s or i n peopl e lik e ourselves
an activit y whic h was in som e wa y akin t o creativ e writing ! A n exam -
ination o f i t woul d the n giv e us a  hope o f obtaining th e beginning s of
an explanatio n o f th e creativ e work o f writers . And, indeed , ther e i s
some prospec t o f thi s bein g possible . Afte r all , creativ e writer s them -
selves lik e t o lesse n th e distanc e betwee n thei r kin d an d th e commo n
run o f humanity ; the y so ofte n assur e u s tha t ever y ma n i s a  poe t a t
heart an d tha t th e las t poe t wil l not peris h til l th e las t ma n does .

Should w e no t loo k fo r th e firs t trace s o f imaginativ e activit y a s
early a s i n childhood ? Th e child' s best-love d an d mos t intens e occu -
pation i s with his play or games . Migh t w e not sa y that ever y chil d a t
play behave s lik e a  creativ e writer , i n tha t h e create s a  worl d o f hi s
own, or rather , rearrange s th e thing s o f hi s world i n a  ne w wa y which
pleases him ? I t woul d b e wron g t o thin k h e doe s no t tak e tha t worl d
seriously; o n th e contrary , h e take s hi s pla y ver y seriousl y an d h e ex -
pends larg e amount s o f emotio n o n it . Th e opposit e o f pla y i s no t
what i s serious bu t wha t i s real. I n spit e o f al l th e emotio n wit h which
he cathect s his world o f play , the chil d distinguishe s it quit e wel l fro m
reality; an d h e like s t o link hi s imagined object s and situation s t o th e
tangible an d visibl e thing s i n th e rea l world . Thi s linkin g i s al l tha t
differentiates th e child' s "play " fro m "phantasying. "

The creativ e writer doe s th e sam e a s the chil d a t play . H e create s a
world o f phantas y whic h h e take s ver y seriously—tha t is , which h e in -
vests with larg e amount s o f emotion—whil e separatin g i t sharpl y fro m
reality. Languag e ha s preserve d thi s relationshi p betwee n children' s
play an d poeti c creation . I t give s [i n German ] th e nam e o f "Spiel"
["play"] t o thos e form s o f imaginativ e writin g whic h requir e t o b e
linked t o tangibl e object s an d whic h ar e capabl e o f representation . I t
speaks o f a  "Lustspiel"  o r "Trauerspiel"  ["comedy " o r "tragedy" : lit -
erally, "pleasur e play " o r "mournin g play" ] an d describe s thos e wh o
carry ou t th e representatio n a s "Schauspieler"  ["players" : literall y
"show-players"]. Th e unrealit y o f th e writer' s imaginativ e world, how-
ever, ha s ver y importan t consequence s fo r th e techniqu e o f hi s art ;
for man y thing s which , i f the y wer e real , coul d giv e n o enjoyment ,
can d o s o i n th e pla y o f phantasy , an d man y excitement s which , i n
themselves, ar e actuall y distressing , ca n becom e a  sourc e o f pleasur e
for th e hearer s an d spectator s a t th e performanc e of a  writer' s work .

There is another consideratio n fo r th e sak e of which we wil l dwel l a
moment longer  o n thi s contras t betwee n realit y an d play . When th e
child ha s grown u p an d ha s cease d t o play , an d afte r h e ha s bee n la -
bouring fo r decade s t o envisag e th e realitie s of lif e wit h prope r seri -
ousness, he ma y one da y find himsel f i n a  menta l situation which once
more undoe s th e contras t between play and reality . As an adul t he ca n
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look bac k on th e intense seriousness with which he onc e carried o n hi s
games i n childhood ; and , b y equatin g hi s ostensibl y seriou s occupa -
tions o f to-da y wit h hi s childhoo d games , h e ca n thro w of f th e to o
heavy burde n impose d o n hi m b y lif e an d wi n th e hig h yiel d of pleas-
ure afforde d b y humour.

As people grow up , then , the y cease t o play , an d the y seem t o give
up th e yield o f pleasure whic h the y gained fro m playing . Bu t whoeve r
understands th e huma n min d know s tha t hardl y anythin g i s harde r
for a  ma n tha n t o give u p a  pleasur e whic h h e ha s onc e experienced .
Actually, w e can neve r giv e anythin g up; w e only exchang e on e thin g
for another . Wha t appear s t o b e a  renunciatio n i s reall y th e forma -
tion o f a  substitut e or surrogate . I n th e sam e way , the growing  child ,
when h e stop s playing , give s u p nothin g bu t th e lin k wit h rea l ob -
jects; instea d o f playing,  h e no w phantasies.  H e build s castle s in th e
air an d create s wha t are calle d day-dreams.  I  believ e tha t mos t peopl e
construct phantasie s .a t time s i n thei r lives . Thi s i s a  fac t whic h ha s
long bee n overlooke d an d whose  importanc e ha s therefor e no t bee n
sufficiently appreciated .

People's phantasie s ar e les s eas y t o observ e tha n th e pla y o f chil -
dren. The child , i t i s true, plays by himself or form s a closed psychica l
system wit h othe r childre n fo r th e purpose s o f a  game ; bu t eve n
though h e ma y no t pla y hi s game  i n fron t o f th e grown-ups , h e doe s
not, o n th e other hand , concea l i t fro m them . Th e adult , o n th e con -
trary, i s ashamed o f his phantasie s an d hide s the m fro m othe r people .
He cherishe s hi s phantasie s a s hi s mos t intimat e possessions , an d a s a
rule h e woul d rathe r confes s his misdeed s tha n tel l anyon e hi s phan -
tasies. It ma y come about tha t fo r tha t reason h e believes he is the only
person wh o invent s such phantasie s an d ha s n o ide a tha t creation s of
this kin d ar e widesprea d amon g othe r people . This  differenc e i n th e
behaviour o f a  perso n wh o play s an d a  perso n wh o phantasie s i s ac-
counted fo r b y the motive s of thes e tw o activities , which ar e neverthe -
less adjunct s t o eac h other .

A child' s pla y i s determine d b y wishes:  i n poin t o f fac t b y a  singl e
wish—one tha t help s i n hi s upbringing—th e wis h t o b e bi g an d grow n
up. H e i s alway s playing a t bein g "grow n up, " an d i n hi s game s h e
imitates what he know s about th e live s of his elders . H e ha s n o reaso n
to concea l thi s wish . With th e adult , th e cas e i s different . O n th e on e
hand, he knows that he is expected no t t o go on playing or phantasying
any longer , bu t t o ac t i n th e rea l world ; o n th e othe r hand , som e of
the wishe s which giv e rise t o hi s phantasie s ar e o f a  kin d whic h i t i s
essential t o conceal . Thu s h e i s ashame d o f hi s phantasie s a s bein g
childish an d a s bein g unpermissible .

But, yo u wil l ask , i f people make such a  myster y o f thei r phantasy-
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ing, how i s it tha t we know such a lo t abou t it ? Well, ther e i s a class of
human being s upo n whom , no t a  god , indeed , bu t a  ster n goddess -
Necessity—-has allotte d th e tas k o f tellin g wha t the y suffe r an d wha t
things giv e the m happiness. 2 Thes e ar e th e victim s of nervou s illness,
who ar e oblige d t o tel l thei r phantasies , amon g othe r things , t o th e
doctor b y whom the y expect t o b e cure d b y menta l treatment . This is
our bes t sourc e o f knowledge , an d w e hav e sinc e foun d goo d reaso n
to suppos e tha t ou r patient s tel l u s nothin g tha t w e migh t no t als o
hear fro m health y people .

Let u s no w mak e ourselve s acquainte d wit h a  fe w of th e character -
istics o f phantasying . W e ma y la y i t dow n tha t a  happ y perso n neve r
phantasies, onl y a n unsatisfie d one . Th e motiv e force s o f phantasie s
are unsatisfie d wishes , and ever y single phantasy i s th e fulfillmen t o f a
wish, a  correlatio n o f unsatisfyin g reality. Thes e motivatin g wishe s
vary accordin g t o th e sex , characte r an d circumstance s of th e perso n
who i s havin g th e phantasy ; bu t the y fal l naturall y int o tw o mai n
groups. The y ar e eithe r ambitiou s wishes , which serv e t o elevat e th e
subject's personality ; o r the y ar e eroti c ones . I n youn g wome n th e
erotic wishe s predominate almos t exclusively , for thei r ambitio n i s a s
a rul e absorbe d b y erotic trends . I n youn g men egoisti c and ambitiou s
wishes com e t o th e for e clearl y enoug h alongsid e o f eroti c ones . Bu t
we wil l no t la y stres s o n th e oppositio n betwee n th e tw o trends ; w e
would rathe r emphasiz e th e fac t tha t the y are ofte n united . Jus t as , in
many altarpieces , th e portrai t o f the dono r i s to b e seen i n a  corner of
the picture , so , i n th e majorit y o f ambitiou s phantasies , w e ca n dis -
cover i n som e corne r o r othe r th e lad y fo r who m th e creato r o f th e
phantasy perform s al l hi s heroi c deed s an d a t whose  fee t al l hi s tri -
umphs ar e laid . Here , a s you see , ther e ar e stron g enoug h motive s for
concealment; th e well-brought-u p youn g woma n i s onl y allowe d a
minimum of erotic desire , and th e youn g man ha s to lear n t o suppress
the exces s of self-regard whic h he brings wit h him fro m th e spoil t days
of hi s childhood, s o that h e ma y find hi s place i n a  society which is ful l
of othe r individual s makin g equall y strong demands .

We mus t no t suppos e tha t th e product s o f thi s imaginativ e activity
—the variou s phantasies , castle s i n th e ai r an d day-dreams—ar e stereo -
typed o r unalterable . O n th e contrary , the y fi t themselve s i n t o th e
subject's shiftin g impression s o f life , chang e wit h ever y chang e i n hi s

2 This i s a n allusio n t o som e well-know n lines spoke n b y th e poet-her o i n th e
final scen e o f Goethe' s Torquato  Tasso:

Und wen n de r Mensc h i n seine r Qua! verstummt ,
Gab mi r ei n Gott , z u sagen , wi e ic h leide .

"And whe n mankind is dumb in it s torment , a go d grante d m e t o tel l ho w I  suffer. "
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situation, an d receiv e fro m ever y fres h activ e impressio n wha t migh t
be calle d a  "date-mark. " Th e relatio n o f a  phantas y t o tim e i s i n
general ver y important . W e ma y sa y that i t hovers , a s i t were , between
three times—th e thre e moment s o f tim e whic h ou r ideatio n involves .
Mental wor k i s linke d t o som e curren t impression , som e provokin g
occasion i n th e presen t whic h has bee n abl e t o arous e on e o f th e sub -
ject's major wishes . Fro m ther e i t hark s back t o a  memory of a n earlie r
experience (usuall y a n infantil e one) i n whic h thi s wis h wa s fulfilled ;
and i t no w create s a  situatio n relatin g t o th e futur e whic h represent s
a fulfillmen t o f th e wish . What i t thu s create s i s a day-drea m or phan -
tasy, which carries abou t i t trace s of it s origin fro m th e occasion  which
provoked i t an d fro m th e memory . Thu s past , presen t an d futur e ar e
strung together , a s it were , on th e threa d o f the wis h tha t runs throug h
them.

A ver y ordinary exampl e ma y serv e t o mak e wha t I  hav e sai d clear .
Let u s take th e cas e of a poor orphan bo y to whom you have given th e
address o f som e employe r where  h e ma y perhap s fin d a  job . O n hi s
way ther e h e ma y indulge i n a  day-drea m appropriate t o th e situation
from whic h i t arises . Th e conten t o f hi s phantas y wil l perhap s b e
something lik e this . H e i s given a  job , find s favou r with hi s ne w em-
ployer, make s himsel f indispensabl e i n th e business , i s take n int o hi s
employer's family , marrie s th e charmin g youn g daughte r o f th e house ,
and the n himsel f become s a  directo r o f th e business , firs t a s hi s em -
ployer's partner and the n a s his successor. In thi s phantasy , the dreame r
has regained wha t he possesse d i n hi s happy childhood—th e protectin g
house, th e lovin g parent s an d th e firs t object s o f hi s affectionat e feel -
ings. You will se e from thi s example th e wa y in whic h th e wis h makes
use o f a n occasio n i n th e presen t t o construct , o n th e patter n o f th e
past, a  pictur e o f th e future .

There is a great deal more that coul d b e said abou t phantasies ; bu t
I wil l onl y allud e a s briefly a s possible t o certai n points . I f phantasies
become over-luxurian t an d over-powerful , th e condition s ar e lai d fo r
an onse t o f neurosi s o r psychosis . Phantasies , moreover , ar e th e im -
mediate menta l precursor s o f th e distressin g symptom s complained o f
by ou r patients . Her e a  broa d by-pat h branche s of f int o pathology .

I canno t pas s over th e relation o f phantasies t o dreams . Ou r dream s
at nigh t ar e nothin g els e tha n phantasie s lik e these , a s we can demon -
strate fro m th e interpretatio n o f dreams . Language , i n it s unrivalle d
wisdom, lon g ag o decide d th e questio n o f th e essentia l natur e o f
dreams b y givin g th e nam e o f "day-dreams " t o th e air y creation s o f
phantasy. I f th e meanin g o f ou r dream s usuall y remains obscure t o u s
in spit e o f thi s pointer , i t i s because o f th e circumstanc e that a t nigh t
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there als o aris e i n u s wishe s o f whic h w e ar e ashamed ; thes e w e must
conceal fro m ourselves , an d the y hav e consequentl y bee n repressed,
pushed int o th e unconscious . Represse d wishe s of thi s sort  an d thei r
derivatives ar e onl y allowe d t o com e t o expression i n a  ver y distorte d
form. Whe n scientifi c wor k ha d succeede d in elucidatin g this factor o f
dream-distortion, i t wa s n o longer  difficul t t o recogniz e tha t night -
dreams ar e wish-fulfilment s i n jus t th e sam e wa y a s day-dreams—th e
phantasies whic h w e al l kno w s o well.

So much fo r phantasies . An d no w fo r th e creativ e writer . Ma y w e
really attemp t t o compar e th e imaginativ e write r wit h th e "dreame r
in broa d daylight, " an d hi s creation s wit h day-dreams ? Here w e must
begin b y makin g a n initia l distinction . W e mus t separat e writer s
who, lik e th e ancien t author s o f epic s an d tragedies , tak e ove r thei r
material ready-made , fro m writer s wh o see m t o originat e thei r ow n
material. W e wil l keep t o th e latte r kind , and , fo r th e purpose s o f ou r
comparison, w e wil l choos e no t th e writer s mos t highl y esteeme d b y
the critics , bu t th e les s pretentiou s author s o f novels , romance s an d
short stories , wh o nevertheles s hav e th e wides t an d mos t eage r circl e
of reader s o f both sexes . On e featur e above al l canno t fai l t o strik e u s
about th e creation s of these story-writers : eac h o f the m ha s a  hero wh o
is the centre o f interest, fo r whom th e write r trie s t o win ou r sympathy
by ever y possibl e mean s an d who m h e seem s t o plac e unde r th e pro -
tection o f a  specia l Providence . If , a t th e en d o f on e chapte r o f m y
story, I  leav e th e her o unconsciou s an d bleedin g fro m sever e wounds ,
I a m sur e t o fin d hi m a t th e beginnin g o f th e nex t bein g carefull y
nursed an d o n th e wa y to recovery ; an d i f th e firs t volume close s with
the shi p h e i s i n goin g dow n i n a  stor m a t sea , I  a m certain , a t th e
opening o f th e secon d volume , t o rea d o f hi s miraculou s rescue— a
rescue withou t whic h th e stor y coul d no t proceed7~Th e feelin g o f se-
curity with which I  follo w the hero throug h hi s perilous adventure s is
the sam e a s th e feelin g with whic h a  her o i n rea l lif e throw s himsel f
into th e wate r t o sav e a  drownin g ma n o r expose s himsel f t o th e
enemy's fir e i n orde r t o stor m a  battery . I t i s th e tru e heroi c feeling ,
which on e o f ou r bes t writer s ha s expresse d i n a n inimitabl e phrase :
"Nothing can happen t o me!"  3 It seem s to me, however, tha t throug h
this revealin g characteristi c o r invulnerabilit y w e ca n immediatel y
recognize Hi s Majest y th e Ego , th e her o alik e of ever y day-dream an d
of ever y story .

Other typica l feature s of thes e egocentri c storie s poin t t o th e sam e
3 "Es kann  mir  ni x g'schehen!"  Thi s phras e fro m Anzcngruber , th e Viennes e

dramatist, wa s a  favourit e one o f Freud's .
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kinship. Th e fac t tha t al l th e wome n i n th e nove l invariabl y fal l i n
love wit h th e her o ca n hardl y b e looke d o n a s a  portraya l o f reality,
but i t i s easil y understood a s a  necessar y constituent o f a  day-dream.
The sam e i s true o f th e fac t tha t th e othe r character s i n th e stor y ar e
sharply divide d int o goo d an d bad , i n defianc e of th e variet y o f hu -
man character s tha t ar e t o b e observe d i n rea l life . Th e "good " one s
are th e helpers , whil e th e "bad " one s ar e th e enemie s an d rivals , of
the eg o which ha s become th e her o o f th e story .

We ar e perfectl y awar e tha t ver y man y imaginativ e writing s ar e fa r
removed fro m th e mode l o f th e nai'v e day-dream ; an d ye t I  canno t
suppress th e suspicio n tha t eve n th e mos t extrem e deviation s fro m
that mode l coul d b e linke d wit h i t throug h a n uninterrupte d serie s of
transitional cases . It ha s struck me tha t i n man y of wha t are know n as
"psychological" novel s onl y on e person—onc e agai n th e hero—i s de -
scribed fro m within . The autho r sit s insid e hi s mind , a s i t were , an d
looks a t th e othe r character s fro m outside . Th e psychologica l nove l
in genera l n o doub t owes  it s specia l natur e t o th e inclinatio n o f th e
modern write r t o spli t u p hi s ego, b y self-observation, int o man y part -
egos, and , i n consequence , t o personif y th e conflictin g current s o f hi s
own menta l lif e i n severa l heroes . Certai n novels , whic h migh t b e
described a s "eccentric, " see m t o stand i n quit e specia l contrast t o th e
type o f th e day-dream . In these , th e perso n wh o i s introduce d a s th e
hero play s only a  very small active part; h e see s th e action s an d suffer -
ings o f othe r peopl e pas s befor e hi m lik e a  spectator . Man y o f Zola' s
later work s belon g t o thi s category . Bu t I  mus t poin t ou t tha t th e
psychological analysi s of individual s wh o ar e no t creativ e writers , an d
who diverg e i n som e respect s fro m th e so-calle d norm , ha s show n u s
analogous variation s o f th e day-dream , in whic h th e eg o contents itsel f
with th e rol e o f spectator .

If ou r compariso n o f th e imaginativ e write r wit h th e day-dreamer ,
and o f poetica l creatio n wit h th e day-dream , i s t o b e o f an y value , i t
must, abov e all , sho w itsel f i n som e wa y o r othe r fruitful . Le t us , fo r
instance, tr y t o appl y t o thes e authors ' work s th e thesi s we laid dow n
earlier concernin g th e relatio n betwee n phantas y an d th e thre e peri -
ods of time an d th e wis h which runs throug h them ; and , wit h it s help ,
let u s tr y t o stud y th e connection s tha t exis t betwee n th e lif e o f th e
writer an d hi s works . N o on e ha s known, a s a rule , wha t expectation s
to fram e i n approachin g thi s problem ; an d ofte n th e connectio n ha s
been though t o f in muc h to o simple terms . I n th e ligh t o f th e insigh t
we hav e gaine d fro m phantasies , w e ough t t o expec t th e followin g
state o f affairs . A  strong experienc e i n th e presen t awaken s in th e cre -
ative write r a  memor y o f a n earlie r experienc e (usuall y belongin g t o
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his childhood ) fro m whic h ther e no w proceed s a  wis h which find s it s
fulfilment i n th e creativ e work . Th e wor k itsel f exhibit s element s of
the recen t provokin g occasio n a s wel l a s o f th e ol d memory .

Do no t b e alarme d a t th e complexit y of thi s formula . I  suspec t tha t
in fac t i t wil l prove t o be to o exiguou s a pattern . Nevertheless , it ma y
contain a  firs t approac h t o th e tru e stat e o f affairs ; and , fro m som e
experiments I  hav e made , I  a m incline d t o thin k tha t thi s wa y o f
looking a t creativ e writings may turn ou t no t unfruitful . Yo u will no t
forget tha t th e stres s it lay s on childhoo d memorie s in th e writer' s lif e
—a stres s whic h ma y perhap s see m puzzling—i s ultimatel y derive d
from th e assumptio n tha t a  piec e of creative writing, like a day-dream,
is a  continuatio n of , an d a  substitut e for , wha t wa s once  th e pla y o f
childhood.

We mus t no t neglect , however , t o g o bac k t o th e kin d o f imagina -
tive work s whic h w e hav e t o recognize , no t a s original creations , bu t
as th e refashionin g o f ready-mad e an d familia r material . Eve n here ,
the write r keep s a  certain amoun t o f independence , whic h ca n express
itself i n th e choic e o f materia l an d i n change s i n i t whic h ar e ofte n
quite extensive . I n s o far a s th e materia l i s already a t hand , however ,
it i s derive d fro m th e popula r treasure-hous e o f myths , legend s an d
fairy tales . The stud y of construction s o f folk-psycholog y such a s these
is fa r fro m bein g complete , bu t i t i s extremel y probabl e tha t myths ,
for instance , ar e distorte d vestige s of th e wishfu l phantasie s o f whol e
nations, th e secular  dreams  o f youthfu l humanity .

You will say that, although I  have pu t th e creative writer first in th e
title of my paper, I  have tol d yo u fa r les s about hi m tha n abou t phan -
tasies. I  a m awar e o f that , an d I  mus t tr y t o excus e i t b y pointin g t o
the presen t stat e o f ou r knowledge . Al l I  hav e bee n abl e t o d o i s t o
throw ou t som e encouragement s an d suggestion s which , startin g fro m
a stud y o f phantasies , lea d o n t o th e proble m o f th e writer' s choic e of
his literar y material . A s fo r th e othe r problem^b y wha t mean s th e
creative write r achieve s th e emotiona l effect s i n u s tha t ar e arouse d b y
his creations—w e hav e a s ye t no t touche d o n i t a t all . Bu t I  shoul d
like a t leas t to point out t o you the path tha t lead s fro m ou r discussio n
of phantasie s t o th e problem s o f poetica l effects .

You wil l remembe r ho w I  hav e sai d tha t th e day-dreame r carefull y
conceals hi s phantasie s fro m othe r peopl e becaus e he feel s h e ha s rea -
sons for being ashame d o f them. I  shoul d no w ad d tha t eve n i f he were
to communicat e the m t o u s h e coul d giv e u s n o pleasur e b y hi s dis -
closures. Such  phantasies , whe n w e lear n them , repe l u s o r a t leas t
leave u s cold . Bu t whe n a  creativ e write r present s hi s play s t o u s o r
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tells u s wha t w e ar e incline d t o tak e t o b e hi s persona l day-dreams ,
we experienc e a  grea t pleasure , an d on e whic h probabl y arise s fro m
the confluenc e o f many sources.  How th e writer accomplishes thi s is his
innermost secret ; th e essentia l ars  poetica  lie s i n th e techniqu e o f
overcoming th e feelin g o f repulsio n i n u s whic h i s undoubtedl y con -
nected wit h th e barrier s that  ris e betwee n eac h singl e eg o an d th e
others. W e ca n gues s tw o o f th e method s use d b y thi s technique . Th e
writer soften s th e characte r o f hi s egoisti c day-dream s by alterin g an d
disguising it , an d h e bribe s u s b y th e purel y formal—tha t is , aesthetic
—yield o f pleasur e whic h h e offer s u s i n th e presentatio n o f hi s phan -
tasies. W e giv e th e nam e o f a n incentive  bonus,  o r a  fore-pleasure,  t o
a yiel d o f pleasur e suc h a s this , whic h i s offered  t o u s s o a s t o mak e
possible th e releas e o f stil l greate r pleasur e arisin g fro m deepe r psy -
chical sources . I n m y opinion , al l th e aestheti c pleasur e whic h a  cre -
ative write r affords us has th e characte r o f a  fore-pleasur e o f thi s kind ,
and ou r actua l enjoymen t o f a n imaginativ e wor k proceed s fro m a
liberation o f tension s i n ou r minds . I t ma y eve n b e tha t no t a  littl e o f
this effec t i s du e t o th e writer' s enablin g u s thenceforwar d t o enjo y
our own day-dream s withou t self-reproac h o r shame.  Thi s bring s u s t o
the threshol d of  new , interestin g and  complicate d enquiries ; but  also ,
at least  fo r th e moment , t o th e en d o f ou r discussion .
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To see  and  to  study  the  principles  of  optics  are  obviously  different
kinds of  experiences;  to  enjoy  a  novel  and  to  criticize  it  are  equally
different. Seeing  and  enjoying  cannot  be  taught,  but physics  and  crit-
icism can be.  Nobody  mistakes  the  expression  "I  feel  cold"  for  a  state-
ment about  the  nature  of  heat,  but  similar  statements  applied  to
literature are  called  criticism.  Literature,  like  the  physical  world,  is
"an inexhaustible source" of  new discoveries; and criticism, like physics,
can be  assumed to  be  a "totally intelligible"  science,  an organized  body
of knowledge.

This basic  assumption underlies  Northrop  Frye's  prodigious  output
of essays  and  books;  this  early  essay  is  representative  of  and  wholly
consistent with  his  theory  of  archetypes,  dealt  with  more  fully  in  his
Anatomy o f Criticis m (1957).  Like  Aristotle,  Frye  i s a  supreme  sys-
tematizer, attempting nothing  less than the  creation  of  a  new and  com-
prehensive poetics  of  criticism,  "a  systematic  structure  of  knowledge"
to replace  the  "leisure-class  conversation" that  passes  for critical  dis-
course. His  intention  is  to supply  the  missing  organizing  principle  for
criticism, a  "central hypothesis"  that  will  put  into  perspective  various
partial or  fragmentary critical  approaches.

To study  the  principles  of  literary  form,  Frye  relies  heavily  on  both
the insights  and  the  methods  of  anthropology;  indeed,  he  calls  the
search for  archetypes  "a  kind  of  literary  anthropology."  As  a  literary
anthropologist, he  relates  narrative  to  the  creation  of  rituals,  imagery
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to moments of  instantaneous  insights,  rhythm to  natural  cycles,  and so
forth. The  central  myth of  all literature he  identifies  as  the quest-myth,
seen in  four  distinct  phases  that  correspond  to  four  aspects  of  cyclical
recurrence. In  his  reordering of  all  literature from  epics  to comic strips
according to  this  classification,  Frye's  system  is  clearly  not  bound  by
any sense  of historical  continuity  or  development;  his  ideas  on literary
history should  be  compared with  those  of  Eliot, who also  posits a  non-
chronological view  of  the  "existing  monuments"  of  literature.

Because Frye's  attempts  to  organize  a  systematic and  comprehensive
critical theory involve  him  in  schematics, charts,  and maps,  with classifi-
cations and  sub  classifications that  tend  to  get increasingly  baroque,  he
has himself  been  called  a  poetic myth-maker  and  not  a  scientist;  and
indeed his  work, which  is  both bold  and  imaginative,  has had a  strong
and continuing  influence  on  criticism  as  much for  the  strikingly  sug-
gestive quality  of  his  style as  his ideas.  A  frequently  voiced  criticism  of
the archetypal  approach  is  that  it  ultimately  tends  to  wash  out  the
specifics of  individual  works  in  favor  of  the  universals  charted  in  the
larger patterns. It  is  worth considering whether,  in actual practice,  his
classification does  tend to  stress the system  at  the  expense  of  particular
uniquenesses.

EVERY ORGANIZE D bod y o f knowledg e ca n b e learne d progressively ;
and experienc e show s tha t ther e i s als o somethin g progressiv e abou t
the learnin g o f literature . Ou r openin g sentenc e ha s alread y go t u s
into a  semanti c difficulty . Physic s is a n organize d bod y o f knowledg e
about nature , an d a  studen t o f i t say s tha t h e i s learning physics , no t
that h e i s learnin g nature . Art , lik e nature , i s th e subjec t o f a  sys -
tematic study , an d ha s t o b e distinguishe d fro m th e stud y itself ,
which i s criticism. It i s therefore impossibl e t o "lear n literature" : on e
learns abou t i t i n a  certai n way , but wha t on e learns , transitively , i s
the criticis m of literature . Similarly , the difficult y ofte n fel t i n "teach -
ing literature " arise s fro m th e fac t tha t i t canno t b e done : th e criti -
cism o f literatur e i s al l tha t ca n b e directl y taught . S o whil e n o on e
expects literatur e itsel f t o behav e lik e a  science , ther e i s surel y n o
reason wh y criticism , a s a  systemati c an d organize d study , shoul d no t
be, a t leas t partly, a science. Not a  "pure" o r "exact " science , perhaps,
but thes e phrase s form par t o f a  nineteent h century cosmolog y which
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is n o longe r wit h us . Criticis m deal s wit h th e art s an d ma y wel l b e
something o f a n ar t itself , bu t i t doe s no t follo w tha t i t mus t b e un -
systematic. I f i t i s to b e relate d t o th e science s too , i t does  no t follo w
that i t mus t b e deprive d o f th e grace s o f culture .

Certainly criticis m a s w e fin d i t i n learne d journal s an d scholarl y
monographs ha s ever y characteristi c o f a  science . Evidenc e i s exam -
ined scientifically ; previou s authoritie s ar e use d scientifically ; field s
are investigate d scientifically ; text s ar e edite d scientifically . Prosody i s
scientific i n structure ; s o i s phonetics ; s o i s philology . An d ye t i n
studying thi s kin d o f critica l scienc e th e studen t become s awar e o f a
centrifugal movemen t carryin g hi m awa y fro m literature . H e find s
that literatur e i s th e centra l divisio n o f th e "humanities, " flanke d o n
one sid e b y histor y an d o n th e othe r b y philosophy . Criticis m s o fa r
ranks only a s a subdivision o f literature; an d hence , fo r th e systematic
mental organizatio n o f th e subject , th e studen t ha s t o tur n t o th e
conceptual framewor k o f th e historia n fo r events , an d t o tha t o f th e
philosopher fo r ideas . Eve n th e mor e centrall y place d critica l sciences ,
such a s textua l editing , see m t o b e par t o f a  "background " tha t re -
cedes int o histor y o r som e othe r non-literar y field . Th e though t sug -
gests itsel f tha t th e ancillar y critica l discipline s ma y b e relate d t o a
central expandin g patter n o f systemati c comprehension whic h ha s no t
yet bee n established , but which , i f i t wer e established , woul d preven t
them fro m bein g centrifugal . I f suc h a  patter n exists , the n criticis m
would b e to ar t wha t philosoph y i s to wisdo m an d histor y to action .

Most o f th e centra l are a o f criticis m i s a t present , an d doubtles s
always wil l be , th e are a o f commentary . Bu t th e commentator s hav e
little sense , unlik e th e researchers , o f bein g containe d withi n som e
sort o f scientifi c discipline : the y ar e chiefl y engaged , i n th e word s o f
the gospe l hymn , i n brightenin g th e corne r wher e the y are . I f w e at -
tempt t o ge t a  mor e comprehensiv e idea  o f wha t criticis m i s about ,
we fin d ourselve s wanderin g ove r quakin g bog s o f generalities , judi -
cious pronouncement s o f value , reflectiv e comments , peroration s t o
works o f research , an d othe r consequence s o f takin g th e larg e view .
But thi s par t o f th e critica l fiel d i s s o ful l o f pseudo-propositions ,
sonorous nonsens e tha t contain s n o trut h an d n o falsehood , tha t i t
obviously exist s onl y becaus e criticism , lik e nature , prefer s a  wast e
space t o a n empt y one .

The ter m "pseudo-proposition " ma y impl y som e sort  o f logica l
positivist attitud e on my own part. Bu t I  would no t confus e the signifi -
cant propositio n wit h th e factua l one ; no r shoul d I  conside r i t
advisable to muddle th e study of literature with a schizophrenic dichot-
omy betwee n subjective-emotiona l and objective-descriptiv e aspects of
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meaning, considerin g tha t i n orde r t o produc e an y literar y meanin g
at al l on e ha s t o ignor e thi s dichotomy . I  sa y only tha t th e principle s
by whic h on e ca n distinguis h a  significan t fro m a  meaningles s state-
ment i n criticis m are no t clearl y defined . Our firs t step , therefore , i s
to recognize and ge t ri d o f meaningless criticism: tha t is , talking about
literature i n a  way that canno t hel p t o build u p a  systemati c structure
of knowledge . Casua l value-judgment s belon g no t t o criticis m bu t t o
the histor y of taste , and reflect , a t best , onl y th e socia l an d psycholog -
ical compulsion s whic h prompte d thei r utterance . Al l judgment s i n
which th e value s ar e no t base d o n literar y experienc e bu t ar e senti -
mental o r derive d fro m religiou s o r politica l prejudic e ma y b e re -
garded a s casual . Sentimenta l judgment s ar e usuall y based  eithe r o n
non-existent categorie s o r antithese s ("Shakespear e studie d life , Milto n
books") o r o n a  viscera l reactio n t o th e writer' s personality . Th e
literary chit-cha t whic h make s th e reputation s o f poet s boo m an d
crash i n a n imaginar y stock exchange i s pseudo-criticism. That wealthy
investor Mr . Eliot , afte r dumpin g Milto n o n the market , i s now buying
him again ; Donn e ha s probabl y reache d hi s pea k an d wil l begi n t o
taper off ; Tennyso n ma y b e i n fo r a  sligh t flutte r bu t th e Shelle y
stocks ar e stil l bearish . Thi s sor t o f thin g canno t b e par t o f an y sys-
tematic study , fo r a  systemati c stud y ca n onl y progress : whateve r
dithers o r vacillate s or react s i s merel y leisure-clas s conversation .

We nex t mee t a  mor e seriou s grou p o f critic s wh o say : th e fore -
ground o f criticis m i s th e impac t o f literatur e o n th e reader . Le t us ,
then, kee p th e stud y o f literatur e centripetal , an d bas e th e learnin g
process o n a  structura l analysi s of th e literar y wor k itself . The textur e
of an y great wor k of art i s complex an d ambiguous , an d i n unravellin g
the complexitie s w e ma y tak e i n a s muc h histor y an d philosoph y a s
we please , i f th e subjec t o f ou r stud y remains a t th e center . I f i t doe s
not, w e may find that in ou r anxiet y t o write abou t literatur e w e have
forgotten ho w t o rea d it .

The onl y weaknes s in thi s approach i s that i t i s conceived primaril y
as the antithesi s of centrifuga l o r "background " criticism , and s o land s
us i n a  somewha t unrea l dilemma , lik e th e conflic t o f interna l an d
external relation s i n philosophy . Antithese s ar e usuall y resolved , no t
by pickin g on e sid e an d refutin g th e other , o r b y makin g eclecti c
choices betwee n them , bu t b y trying to get pas t th e antithetica l way of
stating th e problem. It i s right tha t th e first effor t o f critica l apprehen -
sion shoul d tak e th e for m o f a  rhetorica l o r structura l analysi s o f a
work o f art . Bu t a  purel y structura l approac h ha s th e sam e limitatio n
in criticis m tha t i t ha s i n biology . I n itsel f i t i s simply a  discree t serie s
of analyse s based o n th e mer e existenc e of th e literar y structure, with -
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out developin g an y explanatio n o f how th e structur e came t o b e wha t
it wa s an d wha t it s neares t relative s are . Structura l analysi s bring s
rhetoric bac k t o criticism , bu t w e need a  ne w poetic s a s well , an d th e
attempt t o construc t a  ne w poetic s ou t o f rhetori c alon e ca n hardl y
avoid a  mer e complicatio n o f rhetorica l term s int o a  steril e jargon . I
suggest tha t wha t i s a t presen t missin g fro m literar y criticism i s a  co -
ordinating principle , a  centra l hypothesi s which , lik e th e theor y o f
evolution i n biology , wil l se e the phenomen a i t deal s wit h a s parts of
a whole . Suc h a  principle , thoug h i t woul d retai n th e centripeta l
perspective o f structura l analysis , woul d tr y t o giv e th e sam e perspec -
tive t o othe r kind s of criticis m too .

The firs t postulat e o f thi s hypothesi s i s th e sam e a s tha t o f an y
science: th e assumptio n o f tota l coherence . Th e assumptio n refer s t o
the science , not t o wha t i t deal s with . A belief i n a n orde r o f nature i s
an inferenc e fro m th e intelligibilit y of th e natura l sciences ; an d i f
the natura l science s ever completel y demonstrate d th e orde r o f natur e
they would presumably exhaus t thei r subject . Criticism, as a  science , is
totally intelligible ; literature , a s th e subjec t o f a  science , is , s o fa r a s
we know, an inexhaustible source of new critica l discoveries, and woul d
be eve n i f new work s of literatur e cease d t o b e written . I f so , then th e
search fo r a  limitin g principl e i n literatur e i n orde r t o discourag e th e
development o f criticis m i s mistaken . Th e assertio n tha t th e criti c
should no t loo k fo r mor e i n a  poe m tha n th e poe t ma y safel y b e as-
sumed t o hav e bee n consciou s o f puttin g ther e i s a  commo n for m o f
what ma y b e calle d th e fallac y o f prematur e teleology . I t correspond s
to th e assertio n tha t a  natura l phenomeno n i s a s i t i s becaus e Provi -
dence i n it s inscrutabl e wisdo m mad e i t so .

Simple as  the assumptio n appears , it  take s a  long tim e for  a  scienc e
to discove r tha t i t i s i n fac t a  totall y intelligibl e bod y o f knowledge .
Until i t make s thi s discover y i t ha s no t bee n bor n a s a n individua l
science, but remain s a n embry o withi n the bod y o f some other subject .
The birt h o f physic s from "natura l philosophy " an d o f sociolog y fro m
"moral philosophy " wil l illustrat e th e process . I t i s als o ver y approx -
imately tru e tha t th e moder n science s have develope d i n th e orde r o f
their closenes s t o mathematics . Thu s physic s an d astronom y assume d
their moder n for m i n th e Renaissance , chemistr y i n th e eighteent h
century, biolog y i n th e nineteenth , an d th e socia l science s i n th e
twentieth. I f systemati c criticism, then , i s developing onl y i n ou r day ,
the fac t i s a t leas t no t a n anachronism .

We ar e no w lookin g fo r classifyin g principle s lyin g i n a n are a be -
tween tw o point s tha t w e hav e fixed . Th e firs t o f these  i s th e pre -
liminary effor t o f criticism , the structura l analysi s of th e wor k o f art .
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The secon d i s the assumptio n tha t ther e i s such a  subjec t a s criticism ,
and tha t i t makes , o r coul d make , complet e sense . W e ma y nex t pro -
ceed inductivel y from structura l analysis, associating the dat a w e col -
lect an d tryin g t o se e large r pattern s i n them . O r w e ma y procee d
deductively, wit h th e consequence s tha t follo w fro m postulatin g th e
unity o f criticism . I t i s clear , o f course , tha t neithe r procedur e wil l
work indefinitel y withou t correctio n fro m th e other . Pur e inductio n
will ge t u s los t i n haphazar d guessing ; pur e deductio n wil l lea d t o
inflexible an d over-simplifie d pigeon-holing. Le t u s no w attemp t a  few
tentative step s i n eac h direction , beginnin g wit h th e inductiv e one .

II

The unit y of a  wor k o f art , th e basi s o f structura l analysis, ha s no t
been produce d solel y b y th e unconditione d wil l o f th e artist , fo r th e
artist i s only it s efficien t cause : i t ha s form , and consequentl y a  forma l
cause. Th e fac t tha t revisio n i s possible , tha t th e poe t make s change s
not becaus e h e like s the m bette r bu t becaus e the y ar e better,  mean s
that poems , lik e poets , ar e bor n an d no t made . Th e poet' s tas k i s t o
deliver th e poe m i n a s uninjured a  stat e a s possible , an d i f th e poe m
is alive , i t i s equally anxiou s t o b e ri d o f him , an d scream s t o b e cu t
loose fro m hi s privat e memorie s an d associations , hi s desir e fo r self -
expression, an d al l th e othe r navel-string s an d feedin g tube s o f hi s
ego. Th e criti c take s ove r wher e th e poe t leave s off , and criticis m ca n
hardly d o withou t a  kin d o f literar y psycholog y connectin g th e poe t
with th e poem . Par t o f thi s may b e a  psychologica l stud y o f th e poet ,
though thi s is useful chiefl y i n analysin g the failure s in hi s expression ,
the things in him which are still attached t o his work. Mor e important
is th e fac t tha t ever y poe t ha s hi s privat e mythology , hi s ow n spectro -
scopic ban d o r peculia r formatio n o f symbols , of muc h o f whic h h e i s
quite unconscious . I n work s wit h character s o f thei r own , suc h a s
dramas an d novels , th e sam e psychologica l analysi s may b e extende d
to th e interpla y o f characters , thoug h o f cours e literar y psycholog y
would analys e th e behavio r o f suc h character s onl y i n relatio n t o
literary convention .

There is still before us the proble m o f the forma l caus e o f the poem ,
a proble m deepl y involve d wit h th e questio n o f genres. W e canno t say
much abou t genres , fo r criticis m doe s no t kno w muc h abou t them .
A goo d man y critica l effort s t o grappl e wit h suc h word s a s "novel" o r
"epic" ar e chiefl y interestin g a s example s o f th e psycholog y of rumor .
Two conception s o f the genre , however , are obviously fallacious, an d a s
they ar e opposit e extremes , th e trut h mus t li e somewher e betwee n
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them. One i s the pseudo-Platoni c conception o f genres a s existing prior
to and independentl y o f creation , whic h confuse s the m wit h mere con -
ventions o f for m lik e th e sonnet . Th e othe r i s tha t pseudo-biologica l
conception o f the m a s evolvin g specie s whic h turn s u p i n s o man y
surveys o f th e "development " o f thi s or tha t form .

We nex t inquir e fo r th e origi n o f th e genre , an d tur n firs t o f al l t o
the socia l condition s an d cultura l demand s whic h produce d i t—i n
other word s t o th e materia l caus e o f th e wor k o f art . Thi s lead s u s
into literar y history , whic h differ s fro m ordinar y histor y i n tha t it s
containing categories , "Gothic, " "Baroque, " "Romantic, " an d th e lik e
are cultura l categories , o f littl e us e t o th e ordinar y historian . Mos t
literary histor y does  no t ge t a s fa r a s thes e categories , bu t eve n s o we
know mor e abou t i t tha n abou t mos t kind s o f critica l scholarship .
The historia n treat s literatur e an d philosoph y historically ; th e phi -
losopher treat s history and literatur e philosophically ; an d th e so-called
"history o f ideas" approach mark s the beginnin g o f an attemp t t o trea t
history an d philosoph y fro m th e poin t o f vie w o f a n autonomou s
criticism.

But stil l w e fee l ther e i s something missing . We sa y that ever y poe t
has hi s ow n peculia r formatio n o f images . Bu t whe n s o man y poet s
use so many o f th e sam e images , surel y ther e ar e muc h bigge r critica l
problems involve d tha n biographica l ones . A s Mr . Auden' s brillian t
essay Th e Enchased  Flood  shows , a n importan t symbo l lik e th e se a
cannot remai n withi n th e poetr y o f Shelle y o r Keat s or Coleridge : i t
is boun d t o expan d ove r man y poet s int o a n archetypa l symbo l o f
literature. An d i f th e genr e has a  historica l origin , wh y does th e genr e
of dram a emerg e fro m medieva l religio n i n a  wa y so strikingly simila r
to th e wa y it emerge d fro m Gree k religio n centurie s before ? Thi s i s a
problem o f structur e rathe r tha n origin , an d suggest s tha t ther e ma y
be archetype s o f genre s a s wel l a s o f images .

It i s clear tha t criticis m cannot b e systemati c unless ther e i s a  qual-
ity i n literatur e whic h enable s i t t o b e so , a n orde r o f word s corre -
sponding t o th e orde r o f natur e i n th e natura l sciences . An archetyp e
should b e no t onl y a  unifying category o f criticism , but itsel f a  par t o f
a tota l form , an d i t lead s u s a t onc e t o th e questio n o f wha t sort  o f
total for m criticis m ca n se e i n literature . Ou r surve y o f critica l tech -
niques ha s take n u s a s fa r a s literar y history . Tota l literar y histor y
moves fro m th e primitiv e t o th e sophisticated , an d her e w e glimps e
the possibilit y o f seein g literatur e a s a  complicatio n o f a  relativel y
restricted an d simpl e grou p of formula s tha t ca n b e studie d i n primi -
tive culture . I f so , then th e searc h fo r archetype s i s a  kin d o f literary
anthropology, concerne d wit h th e wa y tha t literatur e i s informe d b y
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pre-literary categorie s suc h a s ritual , myt h an d folktale . W e nex t
realize tha t th e relatio n betwee n thes e categorie s an d literatur e i s by
no mean s purel y on e o f descent , a s w e fin d the m reappearin g i n th e
greatest classics—i n fac t ther e seem s t o b e a  genera l tendenc y o n th e
part o f grea t classic s t o rever t t o them . Thi s coincide s wit h a  feelin g
that w e hav e al l had : tha t th e stud y o f mediocr e work s o f art , how -
ever energetic , obstinatel y remain s a  rando m an d periphera l for m
of critica l experience , wherea s th e profoun d masterpiec e seem s t o
draw u s t o a  poin t a t whic h w e ca n se e an enormou s numbe r o f con -
verging pattern s o f significance. Here we begin t o wonde r i f w e canno t
see literature, no t onl y as complicating itsel f i n time , but a s spread ou t
in conceptua l space  fro m som e unsee n center .

This inductive movement toward s the archetyp e is a proces s o f back-
ing up , a s i t were , fro m structura l analysis , a s w e bac k u p fro m a
painting i f w e wan t t o se e composition instea d o f brushwork . I n th e
foreground o f th e grave-digge r scen e i n Hamlet,  fo r instance , i s a n
intricate verba l texture , rangin g fro m th e pun s o f th e firs t clow n t o
the danse  macabre  o f th e Yoric k soliloquy , whic h w e stud y i n th e
printed text . On e ste p back , an d w e ar e i n th e Wilso n Knigh t an d
Spurgeon grou p o f critics , listenin g t o th e stead y rai n o f image s o f
corruption an d decay . Her e too , a s the sens e o f th e plac e o f thi s scen e
in th e whol e pla y begin s t o daw n o n us , w e ar e i n th e networ k o f
psychological relationship s whic h wer e th e mai n interes t o f Bradley .
But afte r all , w e say , we ar e forgettin g th e genre:  Hamlet  i s a  play ,
and a n Elizabetha n play . S o we tak e anothe r ste p bac k int o th e Stol l
and Sha w grou p an d se e th e scen e conventionall y a s par t o f it s dra -
matic context . On e ste p more , an d w e can begi n t o glimps e th e arche -
type o f th e scene , a s th e hero' s Liebestod  an d firs t unequivoca l
declaration o f hi s love , hi s struggl e wit h Laertes an d th e sealin g o f hi s
own fate , an d th e sudde n soberin g o f hi s moo d tha t mark s th e transi -
tion t o th e fina l scene , al l tak e shap e aroun d a  lea p int o an d retur n
from th e grav e that ha s so weirdly yawned open on th e stage .

At eac h stag e o f understandin g thi s scen e w e ar e dependen t o n a
certain kin d o f scholarly organization. We nee d firs t a n edito r t o clea n
up th e tex t fo r us , the n th e rhetoricia n an d philologist , the n th e
literary psychologist . We canno t stud y th e genr e withou t th e hel p o f
the literar y socia l historian , th e literar y philosophe r an d th e studen t
of th e "histor y o f ideas, " an d fo r th e archetyp e w e nee d a  literar y
anthropologist. Bu t no w tha t w e hav e go t ou r centra l patter n o f
criticism established , al l thes e interest s are see n a s converging o n liter -
ary criticis m instead o f recedin g fro m i t int o psycholog y an d histor y
and th e rest . I n particular , the literar y anthropologis t wh o chase s th e
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source o f th e Hamle t legen d fro m th e pre-Shakespear e pla y t o Saxo ,
and fro m Sax o t o nature-myths , is not runnin g awa y fro m Shakespeare :
he i s drawin g close r t o th e archetypa l for m whic h Shakespear e re -
created. A  mino r resul t o f ou r ne w perspectiv e i s tha t contradiction s
among critics , and assertion s tha t thi s an d no t tha t critica l approac h
is the righ t one , sho w a remarkable tendenc y to dissolve into unreality .
Let u s now se e what we can ge t fro m th e deductiv e end .

Ill

Some art s mov e i n time , lik e music ; other s ar e presente d i n space ,
like painting . I n bot h case s th e organizin g principl e i s recurrence ,
which i s calle d rhyth m whe n i t i s tempora l an d patter n whe n i t i s
spatial. Thu s w e spea k o f th e rhyth m o f musi c an d th e patter n o f
painting; bu t later , .to sho w of f ou r sophistication , w e ma y begi n t o
speak o f th e rhyth m o f paintin g an d th e patter n o f music . I n othe r
words, al l art s ma y b e conceive d bot h temporall y an d spatially . Th e
score o f a  musica l compositio n ma y b e studie d al l a t once ; a  pictur e
may b e see n a s th e trac k o f a n intricat e danc e o f th e eye . Literatur e
seems t o b e intermediat e betwee n musi c an d painting : it s word s for m
rhythms whic h approac h a  musica l sequenc e o f sound s a t on e o f it s
boundaries, an d for m pattern s whic h approac h th e hieroglyphi c o r
pictorial imag e a t th e other . Th e attempt s t o ge t a s nea r t o thes e
boundaries a s possibl e for m th e mai n bod y o f wha t i s calle d experi -
mental writing . W e ma y cal l th e rhyth m o f literatur e th e narrative ,
and th e pattern, th e simultaneous mental gras p o f the verba l structure,
the meaning or significance. We hear or listen t o a  narrative , but whe n
we grasp a  writer' s tota l patter n w e "see" wha t he means .

The criticis m o f literatur e i s muc h mor e hampere d b y th e repre -
sentational fallac y tha n eve n th e criticis m o f painting . Tha t i s wh y
we ar e ap t t o thin k o f narrativ e a s a  sequentia l representatio n o f
events i n a n outsid e "life, " an d o f meanin g a s a  reflectio n o f som e
external "idea. " Properl y use d a s critical terms , a n author' s narrativ e
is his linea r movement ; hi s meanin g i s th e integrit y o f hi s complete d
form. Similarl y an imag e i s not merel y a  verba l replic a o f a n externa l
object, bu t an y uni t o f a  verba l structur e see n a s par t o f a  tota l pat -
tern o r rhythm . Eve n th e letter s a n autho r spell s hi s words wit h for m
part o f hi s imagery , though onl y i n specia l case s (suc h a s alliteration)
would the y call for critical notice. Narrativ e and meanin g thu s becom e
respectively, t o borro w musica l terms , th e melodi c an d harmoni c
contexts o f th e imagery .

Rhythm, o r recurren t movement , i s deeply founde d o n th e natura l
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cycle, and everythin g in natur e tha t w e thin k o f a s having som e anal -
ogy wit h work s of art , lik e th e flowe r o r th e bird' s song , grow s ou t o f
a profoun d synchronizatio n between a n organis m an d th e rhythm s of
its environment , especiall y tha t o f th e sola r year . Wit h animal s som e
expressions o f synchronization , like th e matin g dance s o f birds , coul d
almost b e calle d rituals . But i n huma n lif e a  ritua l seem s t o b e some -
thing o f a  voluntar y effor t (hencf e th e magica l elemen t i n it ) t o re -
capture a  los t rappor t wit h th e natura l cycle . A  farme r mus t harves t
his cro p a t a  certai n tim e o f year , bu t becaus e thi s i s involuntary ,
harvesting itsel f i s not precisel y a  ritual . I t i s the deliberat e expressio n
of a  wil l t o synchroniz e huma n an d natura l energie s a t tha t tim e
which produce s th e harves t songs , harves t sacrifice s an d harves t fol k
customs tha t w e call rituals . In ritual , then , w e may fin d th e origi n o f
narrative, a  ritua l bein g a  tempora l sequenc e o f act s i n whic h th e
conscious meanin g o r significanc e i s latent : i t ca n b e see n b y a n ob -
server, bu t i s largely concealed fro m th e participator s themselves . Th e
pull o f ritual i s toward pur e narrative , which , if ther e coul d b e suc h a
thing, woul d b e automati c an d unconsciou s repetition . W e shoul d
notice to o th e regula r tendenc y o f ritua l t o becom e encyclopedic . Al l
the importan t recurrence s i n nature , th e day , th e phase s o f th e moon ,
the season s an d solstice s of th e year , th e crise s o f existenc e fro m birt h
to death , ge t rituals attached t o them , an d mos t o f the highe r religion s
are equippe d wit h a  definitiv e tota l bod y o f ritual s suggestive , i f w e
may pu t i t so , of th e entir e rang e o f potentiall y significan t action s i n
human life .

Patterns o f imagery , on th e othe r hand , o r fragment s of significance ,
are oracula r i n origin , an d deriv e fro m th e epiphani c moment , th e
flash of instantaneou s comprehension wit h n o direc t referenc e t o time ,
the importanc e o f whic h i s indicate d b y Cassire r i n Language  an d
Myth. B y the tim e we get them , i n th e for m o f proverbs , riddles , com -
mandments an d etiologica l folktales , ther e i s alread y a  considerabl e
element o f narrativ e in them . The y to o ar e encyclopedi c in tendency ,
building u p a  tota l structur e o f significance , o r doctrine , fro m rando m
and empiri c fragments . And jus t a s pur e narrativ e woul d b e uncon -
scious act , s o pure significanc e woul d b e a n incommunicable , state of
consciousness, fo r communicatio n begin s b y constructin g narrative.

The myt h i s the centra l informin g powe r tha t give s archetypa l sig-
nificance t o th e ritua l an d archetypa l narrativ e t o th e oracle.  Henc e
the myt h i s the archetype , though i t migh t b e convenien t t o sa y myth
only whe n referrin g t o narrative , an d archetyp e whe n speakin g o f
significance. I n th e sola r cycl e o f th e day , th e seasona l cycl e o f th e
year, an d th e organi c cycl e o f huma n life , ther e i s a  singl e patter n o f
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significance, ou t o f whic h myt h construct s a  centra l narrativ e aroun d
a figur e wh o i s partl y th e sun , partl y vegetativ e fertilit y an d partl y a
god o r archetypa l huma n being . Th e crucia l importanc e o f thi s myt h
has bee n force d o n literar y critic s b y Jun g an d Fraze r i n particular ,
but th e severa l book s no w availabl e o n i t ar e no t alway s systemati c
in thei r approach , fo r whic h reaso n I  suppl y th e followin g tabl e o f
its phases :

1. Th e dawn , sprin g an d birt h phase . Myth s o f th e birt h o f th e
hero, o f reviva l an d resurrection , o f creatio n an d (becaus e th e fou r
phases ar e a  cycle ) of th e defea t o f th e power s o f darkness , winte r an d
death. Subordinat e characters : th e fathe r an d th e mother . Th e arche -
type o f romanc e an d o f mos t dithyrambi c an d rhapsodi c poetry .

2. Th e zenith , summer , an d marriag e o r triump h phase . Myth s o f
apotheosis, o f th e sacre d marriage , an d o f enterin g int o Paradise .
Subordinate characters : th e companio n an d th e bride . Th e archetyp e
of comedy , pastora l an d idyll .

3. Th e sunset , autumn an d deat h phase . Myth s of fall , o f th e dyin g
god, o f violen t deat h an d sacrific e an d o f th e isolatio n o f th e hero .
Subordinate characters : th e traito r an d th e siren . Th e archetyp e o f
tragedy an d elegy .

4. Th e darkness , winte r an d dissolutio n phase . Myth s o f th e tri -
umph o f thes e powers ; myth s of flood s an d th e retur n o f chaos , o f th e
defeat o f th e hero , an d Gotterdammerun g myths . Subordinat e char -
acters: th e ogr e an d th e witch . Th e archetyp e o f satir e (see , fo r in -
stance, th e conclusio n o f Th e Dunciad).

The ques t o f th e her o als o tend s t o assimilat e th e oracula r an d
random verba l structures , a s w e ca n se e whe n w e watc h th e chao s o f
local legend s tha t result s from propheti c epiphanie s consolidatin g int o
a narrativ e mytholog y o f departmenta l gods . I n mos t o f th e highe r
religions thi s i n tur n ha s becom e th e sam e centra l quest-myt h tha t
emerges fro m ritual , a s th e Messia h myt h becam e th e narrativ e struc -
ture o f th e oracle s o f Judaism . A  loca l floo d ma y bege t a  folktal e b y
accident, bu t a  compariso n o f floo d storie s wil l sho w ho w quickl y
such tale s becom e example s o f th e myt h o f dissolution . Finally , th e
tendency o f bot h ritua l an d epiphan y t o becom e encyclopedi c i s
realized i n th e definitiv e bod y o f myt h whic h constitute s th e sacre d
scriptures o f religions . Thes e sacre d scripture s ar e consequentl y th e
first documents tha t th e literar y criti c has t o stud y t o gai n a  compre -
hensive vie w o f hi s subject . Afte r h e ha s understoo d thei r structure ,
then h e can descend fro m archetype s to genres , an d se e how th e dram a
emerges fro m th e ritua l sid e o f myt h an d lyri c fro m th e epiphani c o r
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fragmented side , whil e th e epi c carrie s o n th e centra l encyclopedi c
structure.

Some word s o f cautio n an d encouragemen t ar e necessar y befor e
literary criticis m has clearl y stake d ou t it s boundarie s i n thes e fields.
It i s par t o f th e critic' s busines s t o sho w ho w al l literar y genre s ar e
derived fro m th e quest-myth , bu t th e derivatio n i s a  logica l on e
within th e scienc e o f criticism : th e quest-myt h wil l constitut e the firs t
chapter o f whatever futur e handbook s o f criticism may b e writte n that
will b e base d o n enoug h organize d critica l knowledg e t o cal l them -
selves "introductions " o r "outlines" and stil l be abl e t o live up t o thei r
titles. It i s only when w e try t o expound th e derivatio n chronologicall y
that we find ourselves writing pseudo-prehistorical fictions and theorie s
of mythologica l contract . Again , because psycholog y and anthropolog y
are mor e highl y developed sciences , the criti c wh o deal s wit h thi s kin d
of materia l i s boun d t o appear , fo r som e time , a  dilettant e o f thos e
subjects. Thes e tw o phase s o f criticis m ar e largel y undevelope d i n
comparison wit h literar y histor y an d rhetoric , th e reaso n bein g th e
later developmen t o f th e science s the y ar e relate d to . Bu t th e fascina -
tion whic h Th e Golden  Bough  an d Jung' s boo k o n libid o symbol s
have fo r literar y critic s i s no t base d o n dilettantism , but o n th e fac t
that thes e book s ar e primaril y studie s i n literar y criticism , an d ver y
important ones .

In an y cas e th e criti c who i s studying th e principle s o f literar y for m
has a  quit e differen t interes t fro m th e psychologist' s concer n wit h
states o f min d o r th e anthropologist' s wit h socia l institutions . Fo r
instance: th e menta l respons e t o narrativ e i s mainly passive ; t o signifi -
cance mainly active . From thi s fac t Ruth Benedict' s Patterns  of Culture
develops a  distinctio n betwee n "Apollonian " culture s base d o n obedi -
ence t o ritua l an d "Dionysiac " one s base d o n a  tens e exposur e o f th e
prophetic min d t o epiphany . Th e criti c woul d ten d rathe r t o not e
how popula r literatur e whic h appeal s t o th e inerti a o f th e untraine d
mind put s a  heav y emphasi s o n narrativ e values , wherea s a  sophisti -
cated attemp t t o disrup t th e connectio n betwee n th e poe t an d hi s
environment produce s th e Rimbau d typ e o f illumination,  Joyce' s
solitary epiphanies , an d Baudelaire' s conceptio n o f natur e a s a  sourc e
of oracles . Als o ho w literature , a s i t develop s fro m th e primitiv e t o
the self-conscious , shows a  gradua l shif t o f th e poet' s attentio n fro m
narrative t o significan t values, this shif t o f attentio n bein g th e basi s of
Schiller's distinctio n betwee n naiv e an d sentimenta l poetry .

The relatio n o f criticis m t o religion , whe n the y dea l wit h th e sam e
documents, i s more complicated . I n criticism , a s in history , th e divin e
is alway s treate d a s a  huma n artifact . Go d fo r th e critic , whethe r h e
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finds hi m i n Paradise  Lost  o r th e Bible , i s a  characte r i n a  huma n
story; an d fo r th e criti c al l epiphanie s ar e explained , no t i n term s of
the riddl e o f a  possessin g go d o r devil , bu t a s menta l phenomen a
closely associate d i n thei r origi n wit h dreams . Thi s onc e established ,
it i s the n necessar y t o sa y tha t nothin g i n criticis m o r ar t compel s
the criti c to take th e attitud e of ordinary wakin g consciousness towards
the drea m o r th e god . Ar t deal s no t wit h th e rea l bu t wit h th e con -
ceivable; an d criticism , thoug h i t wil l eventuall y hav e t o hav e som e
theory o f conceivability , can neve r b e justifie d i n tryin g t o develop ,
much les s assume, any theor y o f actuality. It i s necessary to understan d
this befor e our nex t an d fina l poin t ca n b e made .

We hav e identifie d th e centra l myt h o f literature , i n it s narrativ e
aspect, wit h th e quest-myth . Now i f w e wis h t o se e thi s centra l myt h
as a  patter n o f meanin g also , w e hav e t o star t wit h th e workings  o f
the subconsciou s where th e epiphan y originates , i n othe r word s i n th e
dream. Th e huma n cycl e of wakin g an d dreamin g correspond s closel y
to th e natura l cycl e o f ligh t an d darkness , an d i t i s perhap s i n thi s
correspondence tha t al l imaginativ e lif e begins . Th e correspondenc e
is largely an antithesis : i t i s in dayligh t tha t ma n i s really in th e powe r
of darkness , a pre y t o frustratio n and weakness ; it i s in th e darknes s of
nature tha t th e "libido " o r conquerin g heroi c sel f awakes . Hence art ,
which Plat o calle d a  drea m fo r awakene d minds , seems t o hav e a s it s
final caus e th e resolutio n o f th e antithesis , th e minglin g o f th e su n
and th e hero , th e realizin g of a  worl d i n whic h th e inne r desir e an d
the outwar d circumstanc e coincide. Thi s i s th e sam e goal , o f course ,
that th e attemp t t o combin e huma n an d natura l powe r i n ritua l has .
The socia l function o f the arts , therefore, seem s to b e closel y connected
with visualizin g the goa l o f wor k i n huma n life . S o in term s o f signifi -
cance, th e centra l myt h o f ar t mus t b e th e visio n o f th e en d o f socia l
effort, th e innocen t worl d o f fulfille d desires , th e fre e huma n society .
Once thi s i s understood , th e integra l plac e o f criticis m amon g th e
other socia l sciences , in interpretin g an d systematizin g the vision of th e
artist, wil l b e easie r t o see . I t i s a t thi s poin t tha t w e ca n se e ho w
religious conception s o f th e fina l caus e of huma n effor t ar e a s relevant
as an y other s t o criticism .

The importanc e o f th e go d or her o i n th e myt h lie s in th e fac t tha t
such characters , wh o ar e conceive d i n huma n likenes s an d ye t hav e
more powe r ove r nature , graduall y buil d u p th e visio n o f a n omnipo -
tent persona l communit y beyon d a n indifferen t nature . I t i s this com -
munity whic h th e her o regularl y enter s i n hi s apotheosis . Th e worl d
of thi s apotheosis thu s begin s t o pul l awa y fro m th e rotar y cycl e of th e
quest i n whic h al l triump h i s temporary . Henc e i f w e loo k a t th e
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quest-myth a s a  patter n o f imagery , w e se e th e hero' s ques t firs t o f al l
in term s o f it s fulfilment . Thi s give s u s ou r centra l patter n o f arche -
typal images , th e visio n of innocenc e whic h see s th e worl d i n term s of
total huma n intelligibility . I t correspond s to , an d i s usuall y foun d i n
the for m of , th e visio n o f th e unfalle n worl d o r heave n i n religion .
We ma y cal l i t th e comi c vision o f life , i n contras t t o th e tragi c vision ,
which see s th e ques t onl y i n th e for m o f it s ordaine d cycle .

We conclud e wit h a  secon d tabl e o f contents , i n whic h w e shal l
attempt t o set forth th e centra l pattern o f the comi c an d tragi c visions.
One essentia l principl e o f archetypa l criticis m i s tha t th e individua l
and th e universa l form s of an image ar e identical , the reason s being too
complicated fo r us just now . We procee d accordin g t o the genera l pla n
of th e game  o f Twent y Questions , or , i f we prefer , o f th e Grea t Chai n
of Being ;

1. I n th e comi c visio n th e human  worl d i s a  community , o r a  her o
who represent s th e wish-fulfilmen t o f th e reader . Th e archetyp e o f
images o f symposium , communion , order , friendshi p an d love . I n th e
tragic visio n th e human worl d i s a tyranny or anarchy , or a n individua l
or isolate d man , th e leade r wit h hi s back t o hi s followers , the bullying
giant o f romance , th e deserte d o r betraye d hero . Marriag e o r som e
equivalent consummatio n belong s t o th e comi c vision ; th e harlot ,
witch an d othe r varietie s o f Jung' s "terribl e mother " belon g t o th e
tragic one . Al l divine , heroic , angeli c o r othe r superhuma n communi -
ties follo w th e huma n pattern .

2. I n th e comi c visio n th e animal  worl d i s a  communit y o f domesti -
cated animals , usually a flock of sheep, o r a  lamb, o r on e o f the gentle r
birds, usuall y a  dove.  Th e archetyp e o f pastora l images . I n th e tragi c
vision th e anima l worl d i s see n i n term s o f beast s an d bird s o f prey ,
wolves, vultures , serpents , dragon s an d th e like .

3. I n th e comic vision th e vegetable  worl d i s a garden, grov e o r park ,
or a  tre e o f life , o r a  rose o r lotus . Th e archetyp e o f Arcadia n images ,
such a s tha t o f Marvell' s gree n worl d o r o f Shakespeare' s fores t com -
edies. I n th e tragi c visio n i t i s a  siniste r fores t lik e th e on e i n Comus
or a t th e openin g o f th e Inferno  o r a  heat h o r wilderness , o r a  tre e
of death .

4. I n th e comi c visio n th e mineral  worl d i s a  city , o r on e buildin g
or temple , o r one stone , normall y a  glowing preciou s stone—i n fac t th e
whole comi c series,  especiall y th e tree , ca n b e conceive d a s luminou s
or fiery . Th e archetyp e o f geometrica l images : th e "starli t dome " be-
longs here . I n th e tragi c visio n th e minera l worl d i s see n i n term s o f
deserts, rocks and ruins , or o f sinister geometrical image s like th e cross .

5. I n th e comi c visio n th e unformed  worl d i s a  river , traditionally
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fourfold, whic h influence d th e Renaissanc e imag e o f th e temperat e
body wit h it s fou r humors . I n th e tragi c visio n thi s worl d usuall y
becomes th e sea , a s th e narrativ e myt h o f dissolutio n i s s o ofte n a
flood myth. Th e combinatio n o f th e se a and beas t image s gives us th e
leviathan an d simila r water-monsters .

Obvious a s thi s tabl e looks , a  grea t variet y o f poeti c image s an d
forms wil l be foun d t o fi t it . Yeats' s "Sailing t o Byzantium, " to tak e a
famous exampl e o f th e comi c visio n a t random , ha s th e city , th e tree ,
the bird , th e communit y o f sages , th e geometrica l gyr e an d th e de -
tachment fro m th e cycli c world. I t is , of course , onl y th e genera l comi c
or tragi c contex t tha t determine s th e interpretatio n o f an y symbol :
this is obvious wit h relativel y neutral archetype s lik e the island , which
may b e Prospero' s islan d o r Circe's .

Our table s are , o f course , no t onl y elementar y bu t grossl y over -
simplified, jus t a s our inductiv e approac h t o th e archetyp e wa s a mer e
hunch. Th e importan t poin t is not th e deficiencie s of either procedure ,
taken b y itself, but th e fac t that , somewher e an d somehow , th e tw o are
clearly goin g t o mee t i n th e middle . An d i f the y d o meet , th e groun d
plan o f a  systemati c and comprehensiv e developmen t o f criticis m ha s
been established .




