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Modern Literary Criticism 
Matthew Arnold's death in 1888 (and to a lesser degree Henry James's death in 1916) marks a transitional period in literary criticism. Like Dryden, Pope, and Wordsworth before him, Arnold was the recognized authority and leading literary critic of his day and it is his theories and criticism that embody the major ideas of his era. The passing of Arnold ends the predominance of any one person or set of ideas representing a broad time period or literary movement. After Arnold, literary theory and criticism become splintered and more diversified with no one theory or idea dominating for any one great period of time. At the end of the nineteenth century, most critics emphasized either a biographical or a historical approach to the text. Utilizing Taine's historical interests in a text and Henry James's newly articulated theory of the novel, many critics investigated a text as if it were the embodiment of its author or a historical artifact. No single, universally recognized voice, however, dominates literary theory in the years that follow Arnold or James. Instead, many distinctive literary voices give rise to a host of differing and exciting ways to examine a text. 
What follows in the twentieth century is a variety of "schools of criticism," with each school asking legitimate, relevant but different questions concerning a text. Most of these schools abandon the holistic approach to literary study, which investigates, analyzes, and interprets all elements of the artistic situation, in favor of concentrating on one or more specific aspects. 
For example, 
1. Modernism (and in particular New Criticism, the first critical movement of the twentieth century) wishes to break from the past and seemingly disavow the cultural influences on a work of literature. The text, these critics declare, will interpret the text. 
2. On the other hand, New Historicism, the newest school of thought to appear, argues that most critics' historical consciousness must be reawakened, for in reality the fictional text and its historical and cultural milieu are amazingly similar. For these critics, a reader can never fully discern the truth about either a historical or a literary text, for truth itself is perceived differently from one era to another. The text-only criticism of the early twentieth century therefore appears biased and incomplete to these New Historicists. 
In the remaining chapters of this book we will examine eight of the most prominent schools of twentieth-century interpretation. For each of these diverse schools we will note the philosophical tenets that underlie their literary theory. Most, if not all, have borrowed ideas, principles, and concerns from the literary critics and theories already discussed. We will examine closely what they borrow from these past schools of criticism, what they amend, and what concepts they choose to add. We will also note each school's historical development, examining how new schools of criticism often appear as a reaction to a previously existing one. 
1. After explaining each school's historical development, 
2. Its working assumptions, and 
3. Its methodology, 
4. We will then examine a student-written essay that interprets one of the literary works included at the back of this text from the point of view of the particular school of criticism under discussion. A close examination of such an essay will allow us to see how the theories of the various schools of criticism can be applied directly to a text, while simultaneously highlighting the various emphases of each critical school. 
By becoming acquainted with the various schools of criticism, we can begin to examine our own theory of interpretation and to articulate our own principles of criticism. We will then realize that there is no such thing as an innocent reading of a text, for all readings pre-suppose either a conscious or unconscious, an articulated and well-informed or a piecemeal and uninformed reading of a literary work. An informed and intelligent reading is the better option. 
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New Criticism 
CHAPTER 3
Introduction 
Dominating American literary criticism from the early 1930s to the 1960s, New Criticism can no longer be considered new. Its theoretical ideas, its terminology, and its critical methods are, more frequently than not, disparaged by present-day critics who themselves are introducing new ideas concerning literary theory. Despite its current unpopularity among critics, New Criticism dominated literary theory and practice throughout much of the twentieth century and stands as one of the most important English speaking contributions to literary critical analysis. 
The name New Criticism came into popular use to describe this approach to understanding literature with the 1941 publication of John Crowe Ransom's The New Criticism, which contained Ransom's personal analysis of several of his contemporaries among theorists and critics. Ransom himself was a Southern poet, a critic, and one of the leading advocates of this evolving movement. In The New Criticism he calls for an ontological critic, one who will recognize that a poem (used in New Criticism as a synonym for any literary work) is a concrete entity like Leonardo da Vinci's "Mona Lisa" or the score of Handel's Messiah or even any chemical element such as iron or gold. Like these concrete objects, a poem can be analyzed to discover its true or correct meaning independent of its author s intention or emotional state, or the values and beliefs of either its author or its reader. Since this belief concerning the nature of a poem rests at the center of this movement's critical ideas, it is not surprising that the title of Ransom's book quickly became the official calling card for this approach to literary analysis. 

Called modernism, formalism, aesthetic criticism, textual criticism, or ontological criticism throughout its long and successful history, New Criticism does not represent a coherent body of critical theory and methodology espoused by all its followers. At best, New Criticism and its adherents (called New Critics) are an eclectic group, challenging, borrowing, and changing terminology, theory, and practices from one another while simultaneously asserting a common core of basic ideas. Their ultimate unity stems from their opposition to the methods of literary analysis prevailing in academia in the first part of the twentieth century. 

Historical Development 
At the beginning of the twentieth century (often dubbed the start of the Modernist period, or Modernism), historical and biographical research dominated literary scholarship. Criticism's function, many believed, was to discover the historical context of the text and to ascertain how the authors' lives influenced their writings. Such extrinsic analysis (examining elements outside the text to uncover the text's meaning) became the norm in the English departments of many American universities and colleges. Other forms of criticism and interpretation were often intermingled with this emphasis on history and biography. Some critics, for example, believed we should appreciate the text for its beauty. For these impressionistic critics, how we feel and what we personally see in a work of art is what really matters. Others were more philosophical, arguing a naturalistic view of life that emphasizes the importance of scientific thought in literary analysis. For advocates of naturalism, human beings are simply animals who are caught in a world that operates on definable scientific principles and who responds somewhat instinctively to their environment and to their internal drives. Still other critics, the New Humanists, valued the moral qualities of art. Declaring that human experience is basically ethical, these critics demand that literary analysis be based on the moral values exhibited in a text. Finally, remnants of nineteenth-century romanticism asserted themselves. For the romantic scholar, literary study concerns itself with artists' feelings and attitudes exhibited in their work. Known as the expressive school, this romantic view values the individual artist's experiences as evidenced in the text. 

Along with impressionism, the New Humanism, and naturalism, this romantic view of life and art was rejected by the New Critics. In declaring the objective existence of the poem, the New Critics assert that only the poem itself can be objectively evaluated, not the feelings, attitudes, values, and beliefs of either the author or the reader. Because they concern themselves primarily with an examination of the work itself and not its historical context or biographical elements, the New Critics belong to a broad classification of literary criticism called formalism. Being formalists, the New Critics espouse what many call "the text and text alone" approach to literary analysis. 

Such an approach to textual criticism automatically leads to many divergent views concerning the elements that constitute what the New Critics call the poem. Since many of the practitioners of this formalistic criticism disagree with one another concerning the various elements that make up the poem and hold differing approaches to textual analysis, it is difficult to cite a definitive list of critics who consider themselves New Critics. We can, however, group together those critics who hold to some of the same New Critical assumptions concerning poetic analysis. Among this group are:
 John Crowe Ransom, Rene Wellek, W. K. Wimsatt, R. P. Blackmur, I. A. Richards, Robert Penn Warren, and Cleanth Brooks. Thanks to the publication of the 1938 college text Understanding Poetry by Brooks and Warren, New Criticism emerged in American universities as the leading form of textual analysis from the late 1930s until the early 1960s. ^
Although New Criticism emerged as a powerful force in the 1940s, its roots go back to the early 1900s. Two British critics and authors, T. S. Eliot and I. A. Richards, helped lay the foundation for this form of formalistic analysis. From Eliot, New Criticism borrows its insistence that criticism be directed toward the poem, not the poet. The poet, declares Eliot, does not infuse the poem with his or her personality and emotions, but uses language in such a way as to incorporate within the poem the impersonal feelings and emotions common to all humankind. Poetry is not, then, the freeing of the poet's emotions, but an escape from them. Since the poem is an impersonal formulation of common feelings and emotions, the poem unites the poet's impressions and ideas in some mystical or unseen way, producing a text that is not a mere reflection of the poet's personal feelings. 

The New Critics also borrow Eliot's belief that the reader of poetry must be instructed concerning literary technique. A good reader, maintains Eliot, perceives the poem structurally, resulting in good criticism. Such a reader must necessarily be trained in reading good poetry (especially the poetry of the Elizabethans, John Donne, and other metaphysical poets), and be well acquainted with established poetic traditions. A poor reader, on the other hand, simply expresses his or her personal reactions and emotions concerning a text. Such a reader is untrained in literary technique and craftsmanship. Following Eliot's lead, the New Critics declare that there are both good and bad readers and good and bad criticism. A poor reader and poor criticism, for example, may argue that a poem can mean anything its reader or its author wishes it to mean. On the other hand, a good critic and good criticism would assert that only through a detailed structural analysis of a poem can the correct interpretation arise. 
Eliot also lends New Criticism some of its technical vocabulary. Thanks to Eliot, for example, the term objective correlative has become a staple in poetic jargon. According to Eliot, the only way of expressing emotion through art is by finding an objective correlative: a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events or reactions that can effectively serve to awaken in the reader the emotional response which the author desires without being a direct statement of that emotion. When the external facts are thus presented in the poem, they somehow come together and immediately evoke an emotion. The New Critics readily adopted and advanced such an impersonal theory concerning the arousing of emotions in poetry. 

From Eliot's British contemporary, I. A. Richards, a psychologist and literary critic, New Criticism borrows a term that has become synonymous with its methods of analysis: practical criticism. In an experiment at Cambridge University, Richards distributed to his students copies of poems minus such information as the authors, dates, and oddities of spelling and punctuation, and asked them to record their responses. From this data he identified the difficulties that poetry presents to its readers: matters of interpretation, poetic techniques, and specific meanings. From this analysis Richards devised an intricate system for arriving at a poem's meaning, including a minute scrutiny of the text. It is this close scrutiny or "close reading" of a text that has become synonymous with New Criticism. 

From Eliot, Richards, and other critics, then, New Criticism borrows, amends, and adds its own ideas and concerns. Although few of its advocates would agree upon many tenets, definitions, and techniques, there exists a core of assumptions that allows us to identify adherents of this critical approach to texts.
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To explore the evolution of literary criticism by 2025, consider the following key developments:
1. Emergence of digital platforms reshaping critical discourse and accessibility.
2. Increased focus on intersectionality and diverse voices in literary analysis.
3. Integration of AI tools for text analysis and critique.
4. Rise of eco-criticism addressing environmental themes in literature.
5. Greater emphasis on global literature and postcolonial perspectives.
6. Shift towards reader-response criticism, valuing personal interpretation.
7. Expansion of feminist and gender studies in literary critique.
8. Exploration of trauma theory in understanding narratives.
9. Influence of social media on literary trends and criticism.
10. Ongoing debates about the role of traditional vs. contemporary criticism.

1. Classical Period (c. 8th century BCE - 5th century CE)
European literature began with the ancient Greeks, who established foundational literary genres like epic poetry, drama, and philosophy. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey are seminal works from this era. The Romans later emulated and adapted Greek literature, advancing poetry and theatre. By late antiquity, Christian themes became prominent in texts as Christianity spread across the Roman Empire110.
2. Middle Ages (5th - 15th centuries)
Post-Roman Europe saw literature influenced heavily by Christianity, with genres like mystery and miracle plays becoming common. Literary production was tied to monastic and courtly settings19. The Carolingian Renaissance (8th-9th centuries) revived classical scholarship and literature7.
3. Renaissance (14th - 17th centuries)
Originating in Italy, this period revived classical themes and humanism. Writers like Dante, Petrarch, and Machiavelli shaped Renaissance literature, emphasizing individualism and classical learning. The invention of the printing press around 1450 accelerated the spread of literature across Europe and fostered new genres, including the novel138.
4. Enlightenment (17th - 18th centuries)
Characterized by reason, science, and critique of tradition, literature engaged with philosophy and political ideas impacting society. European literary culture spread more widely, reflecting diverse nations.
5. 19th Century (Golden Age)
This period saw the rise of Romanticism (emphasizing emotion and nature), Realism (depicting everyday life and social issues), Gothic fiction, and the dominance of the novel. Notable authors include Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, Dickens, Tolstoy, Flaubert, and Hugo. Literacy and print culture expanded, democratizing access to literature and fostering serial publications2.
11. Modernism and Postmodernism (late 19th century onwards)
Literature became experimental and self-reflexive, critiquing previous conventions and exploring new narrative techniques. European literature continued influencing global literary traditions and colonial literature, though with complex cultural consequences1
