WHAT IS POETRY?

I)
The Necessity of the Question

Before we begin an inquiry into the particulars of a certain field of study, we assume that we already have some basic understanding of the field itself and as a whole. When studying society, for instance, the “sociologist” has a basic understanding – an understanding that may be more or less consciously articulated – of his or her object of study. The sociologist assumes that there is such a thing as “society”, that it can be studied as an entity in itself, and that, through this inquiry, its nature can be more clearly brought to light. Armed with this basic understanding, the sociologist is prepared to undertake the more specific or specialized studies – the studies of particular parts or aspects of society – that will lead to a deeper understanding of the subject as a whole. 

So too, as we embark on an inquiry into the field of poetic literature, we must ask ourselves whether or not we have a basic understanding of the subject itself and as a whole. We must ask ourselves: “what is poetry?”

If we were to satisfy ourselves with the simplest of answers, we could tell ourselves that poetry is something spoken or read. It is, in the first instance, a certain type of language. However, we would then find ourselves asking the following type of question: what separates language we call “poetic” from other non-poetic language?

The answer to this question seems, perhaps, all too evident as well. We know that certain linguistic usages are “poetic” and others not. We know that a Shakespearean verse is poetry, for instance, but that an appliance manual is not. We can even say that the lyrics of a popular song are poetry of a certain variety, whereas the transcript of a “Reality TV” program, although equally popular, is definitely not poetry. 

Still, we have not gotten any closer to defining what it is about the Shakespearean verse or the song lyric that makes it poetic.

It would take us no further to debate whether poetry is that form of language that rhymes or is written in a particular sort of meter; there are, of course, certain non-rhyming, prose-like works we might say, that are called poetic. This is not a new revelation. Sir Philip Sidney, when he tried to define the nature and role of poetry in his Defence of Poetry (1591), claimed that it “is not rhyming and versing that maketh a poet”. 

What is it then that distinguishes a particular form of language as poetic? Let us begin at the beginning.

On the Origins of Poetry: The earliest poetry was not written. Long before people learned to write, they made up and told stories; they composed and sang songs. These stories and songs forged the basis of a communal heritage and memory. These songs and stories also told of the meaning of certain social rituals and cosmological events; they were the myths of each community in question.

This, perhaps, gives us a clue as to the meaning of our word “poetry”; it comes from the Greek word ποίησις (poiesis), meaning “making” or “creating”. These early makers, these composers of songs and stories, were “creators” in the sense that they were the ones who first brought forth the “world” – in the sense of meaningful relations – of their historical peoples. 

It is in the poetic word that beings are called forth for the first time; beings arise in language and through the naming power of language. It is this aspect of poetic language that gives it its naming power. It is the naming power of poetic language that separates it from ordinary, conversational language. Ordinary language is communication, the exchange of meanings or values; the meanings thus exchanged have already been defined or delineated by a more formative naming.

· In our everyday discourse one might say, “I have been hurt by intimate relationships in the past”. Here, the terms and ideas of the discourse are taken as given and pre-defined by an earlier, founding saying. The speaker assumes that the audience knows what “hurt” means, what “relationships” means. 

· In poetic discourse one might say “Love is a red, red rose / its blossoms die early, but its thorns linger.” Here, through metaphor, an aspect of love is revealed for the first time. The poet intends to bring forth an aspect of love as painful, like the thorn of a rose.

II)  Rediscovering the Horizon of Poetry

As we can see, poetry originally covered a much broader terrain than it does today. 

· According to the modern conception, “poetry” is a very particular type of creative expression that focuses on the emotional or intuitive. It is to be distinguished from the rationality of prose in it various forms.

· This can be contrasted with the original experience of poetry as that which founds a community’s set of meaningful relations. 

So too, in terms of form, poetry originally encompassed a broader range than it does for us today:

· Narrative (for e.g., Epic): language that tells a story (muthos) of the gods, of nature, of a society’s past and ancestors

· Lyric (for e.g., Odes, Sonnets): language that is musical (“lyric” comes from the word “lyre”)

· Dramatic (tragic and comic): language that is represented in action

If we are to understand poetry in its essence and fundamental possibilities, we need to get beyond this modern, narrow horizon of poetry; we need to return to its origins – both in terms of form and function.

A) Epic

The earliest poem to have come down to us in written form is the Epic of Gilgamesh (ca. 2000 BCE)

· A collection of tales about the legendary king Gilgamesh – based, perhaps, on a real king who ruled (in modern-day Iraq) around 3000 BCE.

· In the story, Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, is part human and part god – and supernaturally strong.

· He oppresses his people and they call out to the sky god Anu. 

· Anu creates the wild man, Enkidu, to challenge Gilgamesh.

· The two eventually become friends: Gilgamesh learns to be less excessive; Enkidu learns civility.

· They go a quest to kill the demon Humbaba the Terrible, in the Cedar Forest south of Uruk, and later the Bull of Heaven.

· Annoyed by the duo’s strength, the gods send a sickness to Enkidu and he dies.

· Gilgamesh grieves. He attempts to find the secret of immortality, held by Utnapishtim – an old, mysterious survivor of the great flood.

· Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh to find the magic plant that will make him live forever.

· Gilgamesh loses the plant on his way back to Uruk.

· Despite Gilgamesh’s long journeys and divine strength, he is ultimately powerless in the face of death and the passage of time.

The earliest Greek poems that we have are also epics: Homer’s two epics (the Iliad and the Odyssey, ca. 800 BCE) recount the legend of the Trojan War

· They became a sort of Bible (moral code) and educational curriculum for the Greeks – one should be courageous, like Achilles; one should be wise, like Odysseus.

The Iliad begins with these lines:

Sing, goddess, the rage of Achilles the son of Peleus,
the destructive rage that sent countless pains on the Achaeans...

· The first word of the Iliad is (mēnin), "rage" or "wrath". This word announces the major theme of the Iliad: the wrath of Achilles. 

· When Agamemnon, the commander of the Greek forces at Troy, dishonors Achilles by taking Briseis, a slave woman given to him as a prize of war, Achilles becomes enraged, and withdraws from the fighting. 

· Without Achilles' prowess in battle, the Greeks are nearly defeated by the Trojans. 

· Achilles re-enters the fighting when his dearest friend Patroclus is killed by the Trojan prince Hector. 

· Achilles slaughters many Trojans, and kills Hector. 

· In his rage he then refuses to return Hector's body and instead defiles it.

· Priam, the father of Hector, ransoms his son's body, and the Iliad ends with the funeral of Hector.

The Odyssey tells of the wanderings of the hero Odysseus after the Trojan War

· "Oh Goddess of Inspiration, help me sing of wily Odysseus, that master of schemes!" 
B) Lyric

Greek lyric poems now only exist in fragments. They were originally performed on stage to the accompaniment of the lyre. 

· Choral poetry was sung by a trained chorus in unison.

· Monodic poetry was recited by the poet.

· All Greek lyric poetry was tied to the worship of the gods: almost all are framed by invocations to deities and pleas for divine favor. 

· Some of the best lyrics that have come down to us are by: Sappho, Pindar and Solon.

C) Drama

Tragedy: in the 5th century BCE there is a flourishing of drama in Greece, especially Athens. This dramatic literature builds on the mythical and legendary material immortalized in Homer and Hesiod. Major authors of tragedy include:

· Aeschylus (Oresteia, Prometheus Bound)

· Sophocles (Oedipus Rex, Antigone)

· Euripides (Bacchae)

Tragedy appears to have arisen out of the evolution of Choral Lyrics: where individual actors became distinguished from the Chorus in order to perform a dialogue with the Chorus (see my notes on Tragedy). 

Comedy: Aristophanes was the greatest Comic playwright. His comedies are satires of Athenian citizens and social conventions.

In The Clouds, Aristophanes satirizes Socrates.

· He is depicted as a “Sophist” who teaches students how to prevail in argument – how to make the untrue position convincing.

· He is depicted as someone who does not worship the city’s gods – is a “natural philosopher” instead.

· This criticism of Socrates articulates a foundational rift between poetry and philosophy.

III)  The Quarrel of Philosophy and Poetry:

PHILOSOPHY OF NATURE (PHUSIS):

Western thinking began with the Greeks, and that thinking began by asking what is nature (phusis). Aristotle calls the first philosophers “those who discourse on nature.” He distinguishes them from those “who discourse on the gods” (Metaphysics 983b). 

· These “first philosophers” are sometimes referred to as the Pre-Socratics – i.e., they practiced philosophy before the “Socratic Revolution” in thinking

· These thinkers turned from accounts of gods etc – as in Homer and Hesiod – to accounts of the first principle (arche) of things

· Thales, Anaximander, Heraclitus, Parmendides and others are in this group – and flourished in the 6th and 5th centuries BCE

· Thales, for instance, felt the first principle of all of nature was water

The “gods”, or theous, appear differently through the accounts of different communities. Discourses on the gods have their authority in a particular community’s interpretation of the revelation of the divine, which is given form in myth, or muthologoi (mythological accounts), a type of poetry. 

Those who discourse on nature, on the other hand, turn to nature (phusis) as their authority; they turn from the ancestral, to the most ancestral, in a sense: to the first principles. 

Philosophy Assumes Poetry’s Role:

Originally, the poetic myth was understood as a type of account (a mutho-logos), and thus as within the domain of the logos; however, with the advent of philosophy, myth came to be associated with the fabulous (“to muthodes”), and came to be opposed to truthful discourse (“alethinos logos”) (Republic 522a). Philosophy distances itself from poetry and myth, yet it also assumes some of the functions of poetic discourse – that is, accounting for that which is beyond normal, human apprehension. This philosophical attempt to account for things that were previously reserved as the realm of the divine came to be the subject of suspicion. Socrates, for instance, needed to defend himself against the charge that he inquired into “things below the earth and in the sky” (Apology of Socrates 19b; see also 18b).

What is Phusis?: 

By nature, the Greeks originally meant the character or way of being of a thing. The first recorded use of the word phusis is in Homer’s Odyssey, Book X: 303-6, where Hermes is said to have shown to Odysseus the “nature” of an herb. As Strauss and Cropsey note: “‘Nature’ means here the character of a thing, or of a kind of thing, the way in which a thing or a kind of thing looks and acts, and the thing, or the kind of thing, is taken not to have been made by gods or men. If we were entitled to take a poetic utterance literally, we could say that the first man we know who spoke of nature was the Wily Odysseus who had seen the towns of many men and had thus come to know how much the thoughts of men differ from town to town or from tribe to tribe” (2-3).  The discovery of “nature” and that which exists by nature led to two fundamental distinctions:

Phusis / Techne: 

The Greeks came to distinguish between that which has its arche (or “source” of movement) in its own nature (such as a tree) or in the techne (art or craft) of another (such as a bed made by the tree) – this is roughly parallel to our distinction between nature and art. (For a good description of the classical understanding of this distinction, see Aristotle Physics B1).

Phusis / Nomos:  

Given that phusis means way or character, we can speak of the character or way of fire, of trees or of clouds. We can also speak, however, of the character or way of different tribes of humans. The Greeks recognized these two different manners by which a thing can have a character. In so doing, they made a further distinction within their understanding of “way” or “character”: distinguishing nature (phusis), on the one hand, from convention or law (nomos) on the other. For instance, while humans are able to speak in accordance with their nature, humans speak different languages in accordance with their conventions (Strauss and Cropsey 2-3).

Along with the natural philosophers, Socrates is lumped in with the Sophists by Aristophanes, the ones who were to develop this distinction between phusis and nomos. 

SOPHISTS: 

· Democratic institutions had created a demand for an education that would prepare men for public life – especially through training in public speaking (rhetoric)

· Professional teachers arose in this period who could meet this demand (Sophists)

· Their teaching, focussed on effective presentation and the ability to “win” in the verbal combats of the courts or the assembly rather than on the truth of the subject, led to a questioning of traditional authority, myths and laws – and ultimately to forms of relativism

· They were the first to raise the distinction between nature and culture (phusis / nomos) – and to insist that the latter is an artifice to be avoided if possible in favour of self-aggrandizement and advancement

· The rhetorical appeal to the self-interest of the audience and to expediency became the method of the political leaders during the war

· Led to the earliest theories of “power politics” and these theories led to the justification of the severity of the measures Athens took to terrorize her rebellious subjects (see the “Melian Dialogue” in History of the Peloponnesian War 5.84-114)

WHO WAS SOCRATES ?:

Socrates (ca. 470 – 399 BCE) is known to us through the writings of Aristophanes, Plato and Xenophon – he left no writing of his own.

Was he a Sophist?: Plato and Xenophon insist he was anything but. However, he may have been lumped in with their kind by certain Athenians who saw his “questioning” and teaching of young Athenians to question as part of the decline of Athens:

· In 399 BCE, after the Athenians’ defeat at the hands of Sparta, Socrates is tried and sentenced to death for impiety – his defence speech, or a version thereof, is preserved by Plato in his Apology of Socrates.
Was he a Natural Philosopher?: There is some evidence that he was a student of Anaxagoras, one of the early natural philosophers.

· But Socrates turned from the study of things in their raw shining to the study of accounts (logoi) (see Phaedo 96a-99d).

· In doing this, he changed the nature of philosophical inquiry: he brought philosophy down from the inquiry of nature and the heavenly things, to an inquiry of human things: “what is virtue?”, “what is justice?” etc.

· Socrates was told by the Delphic Oracle that he was the wisest man, but felt he had sure knowledge of nothing. So posed these “human” questions to Athenian citizens who thought they knew the answer. He found that he was the wisest because only he knew that he knew nothing

· Socrates method of dialectical questioning: finding the limitations of a given answer so that we can move on to another definition

· For Socrates, philosophy begins with knowledge of ignorance. The distinctive trait of the philosopher is that he knows he knows nothing. 

IV)  Plato’s Contest with the Poets:
Plato’s Republic is, in many ways, a response to the Aristophanean critique of Socrates. Aristophanes basically charged that Socrates as philosopher was unaware of his dependence on others, on the political, and that he did not know the needs of his body because he was unerotic. Plato wishes to assert that the philosopher is aware of the political context in which he philosophizes and that he is erotic. In order to see this, let us remind ourselves of what happens in the Republic?: 

	Bk.
	Logos (argument) – some highlights
	Ergon (action)
	Mythos (image)

	1
	Three main interlocutors parry with Socrates in the first book: Cephalus, Polemarchus, and Thrasymachus.

Cephalus (Polemarchus’ wealthy father):
· Cephalus says his wealth allows him to be just: which he defines as paying back debts, telling the truth etc.
· Socrates’ dialectical method put into play: a definition of justice is countered by another example that makes the first definition seem wanting – Socrates gives the example of returning borrowed weapons to a lunatic.

Polemarchus (meaning “War-lord”):
· Inherits his father’s argument and qualifies it: justice is giving what is proper to people (good to friends, harm to enemies)

· Socrates points out that justice is not necessarily the skill (techne) that makes one good at giving a Good to others – i.e., perhaps skill of medicine is better in giving the “good” of medicine. Also, Socrates points out that justice should not be willingly harming anyone.
Thrasymachus (well known Sophist):
· Justice is the advantage of the stronger: from place to place different political regimes rule: tyranny, aristocracy, democracy, for example. Whomever is in power (the strongest ) makes the laws and invariably they make the laws to their own financial and political advantage. Thus just rulers rule to the benefit of the strongest, namely themselves.
· Socrates poses a number of counter-examples, based on the notion that the goal of a craft (techne) is the good of its subject – so craft of ruling has good of governed as its goal

	Socrates is recounting what happened yesterday, when he went down to the Piraeus. The whole dialogue consists of this first person narrative recounting – as opposed to Laches and other dialogues which  are dramatic dialogues (no narrator).
Piraeus (port/market of Athens) is fitting for analyzing what is justice and what is a just city.
He and Glaucon were stopped and forced to go to Polemarchus’ house for dinner and to see night’s festivities – there is a community of sorts that is formed at this house; and Socrates comes to rule it in a certain way. But he is forced to. 

Thrasymachus enters the dialogue “like a wild dog”, but is somehow tamed
	Repetition of a mythical descent to the underworld – realm of darkness, shadows.

The dialogue consists of Socrates’ attempt to ascend from this realm of shadows to that of light – note the parallel to the allegories of the sun and cave here.



	2-4
	Glaucon and Adeimantus restate the position of Thrasymachus:

· Is justice good in itself ? (as opposed to its benefits)

· Ring of Gyges as counter-example – if given power of invisibility, one would pursue all manner of wrong – i.e., if outside all social constraints, we would be naturally self-serving

Socrates is to define Justice and show that it is good in itself as well as for its consequences

Socrates starts moving to justice “writ large” – on the level of the city; then they’ll be able to see justice writ small – on the level of the individual. Assumed continuity here beween city and individual. So they will create a just “city in speech” and determine which element makes it just.

1) City of sows: Socrates first imagines a city that is simple – 4-5 people, each practicing an essential trade

2) Feverish city: luxuries are added, Socrates calls this a feverish city; all trying to get money. Army is added – because they’ll need to be an expansionist state. “Guardians” will be the class of warriors. They will have the character of a watch-dog hate enemies and love those they know (Philosophic)

Education of the Guardians: only certain poetry, music that totally forms and disciplines their character.

Best of the Guardians will rule. So have 3 orders in the society:

· Rulers

· Auxilliaries

· Money-makers/labourers

Noble lie: citizens will think this ordering of society is based on their nature – each born with one of three different metals.

No private property for the Guardians

If this is a just city, where does justice reside in it ?

· Wisdom will be with rulers

· Courage with Auxilliaries

· Moderation is in each class respecting rule of wisdom and keeping its place

· Justice is each doing his job, within his limits.

Justice in the individual:

· Wisdom in the rational part of the soul

· Courage in the spirited (thumotic) part of the soul

· Moderation in the desiring part of the soul (as well as thumotic) respecting rule of reason

· Justice is each element of individual in its proper limits


	Glaucon interrupts the discussion on the first city: they must have some luxury and leisure, this is a “city of sows.”
	construction of cities in logos

	5-7
	Socrates must expand on equality of women, on family life (production of children by lot).

He then deals with the third and most difficult wave: he has shown that this city is possible in theory; now must show how it could be possibe in actualization. He says it could be realized with a philosopher-ruler. 

Socrates shows that philosopher-rulers are desirable and then that they are possible – basically saying it’s only ridiculous now because those with a philosophic nature are raised in poor soil.

The philosopher would study not only the idea of justice, but also idea of Good in general.  But what is the “Good” ?

· Sun analogy

· Divided Line

· Cave allegory

Education of philosopher.
	A mini revolt: nearly all present are in consensus that Socrates is trying to get away with something, so they interrupt him and make him expand on way of things with women and children in the city.

Idea of philosopher ruler is seen as the most ridiculous concept proposed – more so than the state manipulation of family planning etc.

Turning of Glaucon from lures of Tyranny to perspective of the philosopher
	Ascent to realm of light (Sun/Good)

	8-9
	Discussion of descent through unjust regimes – and corresponding individuals:

· Timocracy

· Oligarchy

· Democracy

· Tyranny
	
	Destruction of cities in logos

	10
	A retake on the critique of poetry – this time not for its moral effects, but because it is 2 removes from truth: a copy of a copy

Myth of Er: story of rewards for being just in the afterlife. Souls are reborn, but while in the underworld, drink from a river in the field of lethe (forgetting). Philosophers in the afterlife are ones who drink only in moderation from this river.

They are more likely to re-collect (anamnesis) or un-forget (a-letheia) the truths learned in the afterlife.


	
	Retelling of the myth enacted at beginning – circularity here


The Moral Charge (Books 2 and 3):

Plato criticizes poetry in Books 2 and 3 – it does not teach citizens the proper virtues.

· This is the type of argument for censorship today: “Marilyn Manson will have a bad influence on the children”.

A Poetic Plato?:

But, Plato is a writer himself, and writes in the artistic form of the “Socratic Dialogue” – not in philosophic treatises.

Plato re-writes Homer and attempts to outdo him (note Longinus on Plato’s contest with Homer).

So, why would Plato choose to write? His mentor Socrates opposed writing because it says the same thing to all people (see Phaedrus).

· Plato perhaps chose to write because he found a way to overcome this defect of writing.

The antagonist early on in the dialogue is Thrasymachus (a Sophist). One who is able to convince different people of different arguments.

· Plato perhaps writes in a way that combines the ways of Socrates and Thrasymachus – dialectic and rhetoric

One clue to this type of acceptance of rhetoric would be Plato’s insistence on the need for the “noble lie” in the just city.

Thus, within the realm of the political, in our day to day lives, fictions are critical:

· Plato’s “moral charge” against poetry is a charge that is situated within the realm of the political – poetry does not lie in the right way.

· After discussing the virtue of the philosopher (Books 5-7), as the one who is able to transcend the limits of the political, Plato provides another critique of poetry in Book 10 (the “metaphysical charge”) – where poetry’s truth-value is criticized.

The Metaphysical Charge (Book 10):

· Here, Plato says that poetry is an imitation at two removes from the truth.

· The poet imitates within the bounds of the social norms that have already been legislated – i.e., by the philosopher-legislator who ascertains the “good” as the final cause of being.

· In the Laws, however, this is reversed – the poet is the one who provides a proem to new laws, so that they are able to persuade different people (Laws 719b).

· Poet as the manufacturer of shadows – like the puppet-master in the cave.

· Plato is in favour of this creation of fictions – akin to the noble lie.

· Poets know the human soul – the essence of human experience.

· Plato wishes to ensure that poetry serves the right end: the philosophical emancipation of the wise.

· Thus, Plato’s mixed form, the Socratic Dialogue: not the verses of the poet, not the treatise of the philosopher.

V)  Conclusion:

We had said that poetry is a “creation”, a naming or bringing forth of the things themselves in their fullest splendour, in their Being.

With the advent of philosophy, poetry comes to occupy a somewhat more modest role:

· at best (that is, if we interpret Plato as I have above), it creates particular, political opinions or values – particular aspects or “views” of beings.

· at worst (that is, if we interpret Plato as most within the Western tradition have, as unreservedly attacking poetry), it is the purveyor of LIES – detrimental opinions – and of negative pleasures (mere enjoyment) without a higher purpose.

Since Plato, the authors of the Western tradition have had to work within the role so defined. Some were in their own ways able to recast, or at least attempt to recast, that role.  

In the English tradition, we encounter the following fundamental responses:

A) Medieval (ca. 500 – 1500):

· Medieval Christian doctrine builds on the Platonic notion that the physical world is a dim reflection of a truer world; poetry and language in general are evaluated in accordance with this representational notion of existence.

· Within this historical context of the Christian doctrine that this world is a glass through which we can only see the divine “darkly”, medieval poetics stresses the “fallen” nature of language.

· St. Augustine as a seminal figure in the formulation of this notion of language.

Chaucer, Canterbury Tales (1386-1400)

· Good poetry can still teach and delight (following Horace), or provide “Tales of best sentence and most solas”  (“General Prologue” 800).

· However, we get an indication in “Chaucer’s Retraction” that this flirtation with poetic literature is to be bemoaned. 

· In that work, Chaucer asks the reader to “praye for me that Crist have mercy on me and foryive me my giltes, and namely of my translacions and enditinges of worldly vanitees”.

B) Renaissance (ca. 1500 – 1660):

· During the Renaissance, there is a renewed sense of the power of human invention, intelligence and moral compass; this sentiment was tied to a renewed faith in the power of human language.

· Humanists began to study Classical Greek and Roman texts in order to uncover the basic laws of rhetoric and composition revealed therein.

· As a result, the Renaissance saw the writing of several “Defences” of poetry.

Sir Philip Sidney, Defence of Poetry (1595):

· Sidney gives voice to a general Renaissance privileging of art as the founding of new world, not the sterile repetition of that which is.

· Poetry, for Sidney, is the highest knowledge; all other knowledges are tied to the world as it is. “Only the poet, didaining to be tied to any such subjection lifted up with the vigour of his own invention, doth grow in effect another nature, in making things either better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite anew, forms such as never were in natre, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies, and such like: so as he goeth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed within the narrow warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his own wit.”

· The poet, then, does not represent the particular bed, if we wish to return to the Platonic framework of this discussion; rather, the poet brings forth other possibilities out of the nature of bedness, out of the ideal; the poet brings this ideal forth into a poetic image. “Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have done; neither with so pleasant rivers, fruitful trees, sweet-smelling flowers, nor whatsoever else may make the too much loved earth more lovely. Her world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden.” (See my notes on Sidney, “Art and Truth in the Renaissance”)

William Shakespeare, The Sonnets (1609):

· In Shakespeare’s sonnet sequence we see the poetic fruition of this affirmation of the power of language, and especially of poetic language.

· As with Edmund Spenser in Amoretti, Shakespeare’s sonnets claim to bring forth the virtue and essence of the beloved. In doing so, the sonnets also claim to “eternize” (or, make eternal) that essence.

John Milton, Paradise Lost (1674): 

· Although outside our artificially rigid temporal demarcations of literary epochs, Milton is arguably a product of the Renaissance mind-set.

· In Paradise Lost, it is not a particular human being’s essence brought forth in the poem; rather, Milton audaciously claims the power to reveal the divine and to tell the “story of all things”.

C)  The Age of Reason (ca. 1660 – 1800):

· During the Age of Reason, the renewed faith in the human intellect that was spawned in the Renaissance becomes channeled into the realm of that which is rationally or scientifically calculable.

· Begins in the 17th century with Bacon and Descartes. 

· Truth arises as what the human subject holds as certain and secure (see Bacon and Descartes). The scientific method (experiment) secures in advance what will be taken as true or certain.

· What is true is what arises within the framework or groundplan set out in advance by the researcher. For instance, in Newton’s experiments with light, the everyday phenomenology of light is not “true” in that he sets out in advance that the truth of light is light as subjected to the framework of the experiment (the prism etc.).

· For Newton, LIGHT = rays differently refractable. 

· We may ask ourselves, as the Romantics would later, “is this what light IS?” Does this exhaust the being of light, its possibilities? Plato’s “form” of light would include its physical laws as well as sacred meanings, everyday experiences etc.

· As a result, poetry of the period, to grossly oversimplify, must follow certain unquestionable, rational principles for poetic composition.

· Exemplary authors of the period: Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope.

C)  Romanticism (ca. 1800 – 1900):

· The Romantics called into question the narrowness of the view of existence put forth during the Age of Reason: is existence limited to sense data? Is this manipulation of the physical world for our convenience and pleasure the highest pursuit for humanity?

William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1793):

· This is one of his “cryptic” or prophetic books. He speaks from the position of the bard-prophet who sees past, present, and future – in a tradition of prophets from the Biblical prophets to Spenser and Milton.

· Blake’s method of illuminated printing: writing in reverse on copper plates with illuminations, using acid to eat away the untreated copper, then printing copies from this copper plate – an “infernal method”.

· So, reading the printed text only is somewhat limited, the visual is part of the text.

· Blake a supporter of the French Revolution in the early 1790’s – felt it was part of the purifying violence of the apocalypse leading to the redemption of humanity.

· Radical changes in history, for Blake as for Romantics in the idealist tradition, occur in the mind or imagination. The French Revolution as apocalypse requires a shift in individual consciousness in order to be completed; a visionary re-casting of the world.

· The function of the poetic is to aid in lead this visionary re-casting.

D)  Modernism – The Crisis of Nihilism (ca. 1900 – Present)

· Between the romantic poetry of Blake and Shelley and the nihilism of the twentieth century lie several important, intellectual landmarks:

· Charles Darwin: Origin of the Species [1859], theory of evolution, no stable human nature, this applied from biology to ethics and social standards.

· Karl Marx (1818-83): German Ideology, notion that our ideas and values are products of particular historical socio-economic arrangements; also, in Capital [1867] and other works, delineated the notion of “alienation” with respect to the products of one’s labours. 

· Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900): developed a philosophy of “perspectivism” – all social, moral and intellectual constructions are based on a particular life-forms “will to power” – there is no “truth” that grounds the validity of these constructions (see an “Introduction to Nietzsche’s Philosophy”).

· Sigmund Freud (1856-1939): consciousness as a product of unconscious desires that have been repressed – these repressed thoughts return in various forms: dreams, art, jokes etc.

· All of these intellectual landmarks point to a lack of stable “Being” underlying our identity (as individual, as society and as truths and values we hold dear; rather, these identities are constructed out of developmental processes – what we are conscious of is only the foam on the top of this churning sea of becoming.

· These thinkers also pointed to the irrational in human nature – man was now seen to be closer to the beasts than to angels.

T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land (1922):

· In response to this “crisis of nihilism”, Eliot creates poetry that elides any connective and transitional sections.

· What remains is the characteristic “modernist” fragmented narrative – this is also a feature of “postmodern art”

· Note: relation of this fragmented narrative to the narrative of one’s organic existence: i.e., this as related to 20th century alienation: the sinews that connect and bind one to themselves (in time and with their various faculties) and to others are cut.

· The complex references to obscure works point to the fact that modern society is no longer tied to its cultural tradition and identity – also an attempt to reforge that tradition ? – rather, people are locked in themselves.

· Eliot referred to the period from the late 17th Century to the 20th Century (the Age of Reason and the 19th Century) as under a “Dissociation of Sensibility”; wherein, “wit” (reason) was separated from passion. He felt the job of the poet in the modern era was to reestablish a unified sensibility.
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