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Introduction 

             Literary Criticism is the branch of study concerned with defining 

literature. This could be done by classifying and evaluating works of literature.  

Literature in the widest sense of the term is simply anything that is written. One 

could define the various forms and genres of literature, but not literature. 

Literature is writing which expresses and communicates thoughts, feelings and 

attitudes towards life. Literature is unique. It might be life-like, but it is not life. 

The literary language has to be ambiguous and connotative. 

Literary Theory 

              Literary Theory is the study of the principles of literature, its 

categories, criteria and the like. Studies of concrete works of art can be called 

either ‘literary criticism or literary history. However, literary theory or criticism 

cannot exist in isolation. All the three are interrelated. They implicate one 

another so thoroughly as to make inconceivable literary; theory without 

criticism or history, or criticism without theory and history, or history is 

impossible except on the basis of a study of concrete literary works. After all 

criteria, categories and scheme cannot be arrived at in vacuum. It is equally true 

that no criticism or history is possible without some set of questions, some 

system of concepts, some points of reference, and some generalizations. 

 A work of art is both ‘eternal’ it presents a certain identity, and 

‘historical’ through a process of traceable development. While relativism 

reduces the history of literature to a series of discontinuous fragments, most 

absolutisms serve either only as a passing present day situation or are based on 

some abstract nonliterary ideal unjust to the historical variety of literature, 



‘perspectivism’ is the right approach and it means that we recognize that there is 

one poetry, one literature, comparable in all ages, developing, changing, full of 

possibilities. Literature is neither a series of un ique works with nothing in 

common nor a series of works enclosed in time-cycles. 

 In practice, no literary history has ever been written without some 

principles of selection and some attempt at characterisation and evaluation. 

Literary historians who deny the importance of criticism are themselves 

unconscious critics, usually descriptive ones. A work of art cannot be analysed 

or elaborated without a constant recourse to critical principles. The literary 

historian has to be a critic even in order to be a historian. A critic without a 

historical perception will go wrong in his judgement. He cannot distinguish an 

original work from a derivative. The divorce between literary criticism and 

literary history would be detrimental to both. 

Literary History 

 Literary history is unique in the sense that it is the knowledge of the 

present, the omnipresent, and the eternally present. The difference between 

political history and literary history is quite striking. It is the distinction between 

that which is historical and past and that which is historical and still somehow 

present. There are theorists who go to the extent of denying that literature has a 

history. While Eliot would deny the ‘pastness’ of a work of art, Ker argues that 

the objects of literary history are always present, are ‘eternal’ and hence have no 

proper history at all. 

 Literary history traces the history of literature as an art, in comparative 

isolation from its social history, the biographies of authors or the appreciation of 

individual works. As R.E. Spiller explains, “literary history is concerned with 

describing and explaining the expression in literature of a people during a 

period of time, in a place, and usually in a specific language. It differs from 

other kinds of history to the degree that literature is a distinctive kind of 

expression”. The work of the literary historian begins only after the work of the 

historical philologist and the linguistic analyst has reached a stage of clear 

definition.  

Literary history is different from literary criticism as well. It depends 

upon the literary critic to identify and to evaluate the works of literature with 

which it is to deal. Literary criticism helps the literary historian to eliminate 

from its consideration.. “The establishment of literary relationships between 



authors is a most important preparation for the writing of literary history”. It is a 

pre requisite that a literary historian should be equally trained as a linguist, 

textual critic and a literary critic. The essential function of the literary historian 

is to write the history of man as revealed in literature. Literary history is literary 

in two respects; it deals with the materials of literature and therefore should be 

written only in the idiom of literature; it is itself a form of literature. 

The primary task of the literary historian is to assemble, within the limits 

of his inquiry, all the works of literature which have been identified by literary 

criticism and to relate them to each other in at least a time sequence. The 

relationship between two or more works of Literature can be discussed 

profitably only when they are seen in their proper place within the scheme of  

literary development. But this structure is dynamic. It undergoes changes 

throughout the process of history.   

Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi and 

Hamlet come under the category of Revenge Tragedies. The Spanish Tragedy is 

known for its ‘revenge motif’. The Duchess of Malfi is enjoyed today for its 

fine characterisation of the Duchess with her stoic endurance. Hamlet the 

concept of the genre’tragedy’ itself has been constantly undergoing change, 

though the basic structure has come to stay. In Greek tragedy, destiny is 

character, but in Shakespeare, Character is destiny. 

 Another task for the literary historian is to trace the development of 

works of art arranged in smaller and larger groups according to common 

authorship, or genres of stylistic types or linguistic tradition and finally to frame 

everything within the scheme of universal literature. The Restoration Drama is 

to be discussed in relation to Charles II and the French culture. The literary 

historian is also concerned with history of particular institutions and their ideas. 

The literary historian will link the literary work in causal and sequential 

relationships in terms of the histories of these systems of beliefs. The biography 

of the creative writer is also significant for the literary historian to provide a 

historical treatment for the work of art. 

 Literature must not be conceived as passive reflection or copy of 

the political, social or even intellectual development of mankind, though most 

literary historians divide their periods in accordance with political changes. The 

literary ‘period’ should be established by purely literary criteria. 



 Spiller deals with four theories concerning literary history. The 

first theory assumes that literary history is concerned with discovering and 

defining the woks of literary art of the past and describing them in 

chronological sequence, in their contexts of time, place and authorship. This 

kind of literary history could be only descriptive and narrative in nature. The 

second theory is concerned not only with discovering and defining the literary 

works of the past, but also with exploring the sources of each in preceding and 

its influences on following works of literary art. There is implicit in this theory 

an assumption that works of literary art occur in causal sequence on a level of 

their own and without other causal relationships to their creators or their 

readers. 

The third theory is concerned with discovering and defining the works of 

literary art of the past and explaining the sources and influences off each on the 

others, It is also concerned with explaining the sources of each work of art in 

the experience of the artist who created it and in the culture off which that artist 

was a part. The fourth and last theory is of recent origin. Its proponents retain a 

basis in chronology. But they substitute a cyclic for a progressive view of man’s 

past experience. A psychological form of time replaces the chronological time 

which merges the past with the present and the future as done by writers like 

Eliot and Joyce. 

The literary historian engages in two forms of activity; historical research 

and historical criticism. As a researcher he collects and confirms his data. As a 

historical critic, his aim is to organize and interpret his data. A historical critic is 

different from a literary historian. The history of genres is one of the most 

promising areas for the study of literary history. The genre ‘comedy’ can be 

profitably analysed from a historical point of view which will help to 

comprehend the ‘Comedy of Menace’ of the modern world. 

 A literary historian takes into consideration all these aspects while 

he is at work. He must accept, from the literary critic, the aesthetic evaluation of 

works under study and then turn to the task off explaining how, why, when and 

where these works were conceived, written, published and read. Satisfying 

himself with a working hypothesis as to the answer to any one of such 

problems, the historical critic must organize his evidence around his thesis and 

test its validity by selection, arrangement and interpretation. In this process he 

becomes the literary artist himself and his literary history shapes into a form of 

literary art. However, “the three disciplines are and will remain distinct; history 



cannot absorb or replace theory, while theory should not even dream of 

absorbing history’ 

Literary Criticism 

The main issues of literary criticism ought to be seen as arising from and 

developing through its history. Criticism has traditionally been regarded as 

something different from scholarship, a matter of taste, feeling, subjective 

reaction or sensitivity. Statements produced by such factors cannot be verified 

or refuted. It seems difficult, to establish standards that will distinguish good 

from mediocre criticism.  

The Greek verb Kritein means ‘to judge’ and whoever does the job of 

judging is called a critic. The metaphor of the judge, and in fact the whole 

practice of judicial criticism, is entirely confined to review or survey current 

literature or scholarship. The reviewer of a current book, whatever its content, is 

expected to lead up to a value judgement , to give a clear indication of whether 

or not he thinks the book worth reading.   

An academic critic, concerned with the scholarly organization of 

literature, is never in this judicial position. He deals with a body of literature 

which has all its merits, been accepted as a valid subject of scholarly study. No 

scholar can afford the luxury of being bored by anything that is in the least 

relevant to his area of study. Academic criticism is partly historical, studying 

past literature in its original context and partly an attempt to express what past 

literature can communicate beyond its own time. 

The first task of a responsible judicial critic deals with a living and not 

yet established writer is to try to determine what the strength off the authority is. 

In academic criticism the authority; for most writers has already been 

established. The academic critic needs humility, not judiciousness. Most of a 

critic’s mistakes are rejections, and if he is dealing with the established dead, all 

his rejections are mistakes. 

In academic criticism the relevant value judgements are all implicitly 

assumed. The academic critic’s function is to add to the reader’s understanding 

of the writer. Academic criticism has a categorical and descriptive approach. It 

tries to identify a writer’s work. Academic criticism is essentially a structure of 

knowledge.  The first principle of academic criticism is that in it the critic is 

attempting to interpret something in the light of all the literature he knows. 



The primary understanding of any work of literature has to be based on 

an assumption of its unity. Every poet writes good and bad poems. But again, 

the critic’s primary task is to understand and explain. A poet’s worst poem may 

be as relevant to the full understanding of him as his best one. Once the end is 

reached, the whole design of the work as a unity reveals itself. 

Identifying the theme is the next step. To identify a poem means seeing it 

as an individual of a class. Criticism does not seriously begin until it puts the 

poem into its proper literary context as one of a family of poems. The sense that 

every work of literature has a context in literature makes criticism finite not by 

limiting the critic but in giving his work a direction and an aim. 

The structure of every poem is in one respect unique, but there is also a 

conventional element in the structure derived from the conventions and genres 

the poet is using. Literature associates, the non human world of physical nature 

with the human world, and the units of association are analogy and identity, 

which appear in the form of simile and metaphor. Literature as a whole appears 

as the direct descendant of mythology; and its panoramic view of the human 

situation. Many critics, including Frye, think of the conventional structures 

mentioned above as myths because all of them derive from myths. The 

conventional images that recur throughout literature may also be called 

archetypes. The form of literature as a whole becomes the content of criticism 

as a whole. Criticism and literature that is theory and practice of literature itself 

will be two parts of one thing. 

 Criticism is rather a matter of asking the right questions than of 

being able to give the right answers. Right from Plato, the literary critics have 

only done the job of raising questions and an elucidation of the history of their 

role in helping the readers to better appreciate literature is the focus of this 

handbook.  

 

 

 

 Paragraph Questions 

  Literary Theory 



                  Literary Theory is the study of the principles of literature, its 

categories, criteria and the like. Studies of concrete works of art can be called 

either ‘literary criticism or literary history. However, literary theory or criticism 

cannot exist in isolation. All the three are interrelated. They implicate one 

another so thoroughly as to make inconceivable literary; theory without 

criticism or history, or criticism without theory and history, or history is 

impossible except on the basis of a study of concrete literary works. After all 

criteria, categories and scheme cannot be arrived at in vacuum. It is equally true 

that no criticism or history is possible without some set of questions, some 

system of concepts, some points of reference, and some generalizations. 

 A work of art is both ‘eternal’ it presents a certain identity, and 

‘historical’ through a process of traceable development. While relativism 

reduces the history of literature to a series of discontinuous fragments, most 

absolutisms serve either only as a passing present day situation or are based on 

some abstract nonliterary ideal unjust to the historical variety of literature, 

‘Perspectivism’ is the right approach and it means that we recognize that there 

is one poetry, one literature, comparable in all ages, developing, changing, full 

of possibilities. Literature is neither a series of unique works with nothing in 

common nor a series of works enclosed in time-cycles. 

 In practice, no literary history has ever been written without some 

principles of selection and some attempt at characterisation and evaluation. 

Literary historians who deny the importance of criticism are themselves 

unconscious critics, usually descriptive ones. 

 A work of art cannot be analysed or elaborated without a constant 

recourse to critical principles. The literary historian has to be a critic even in 

order to be a historian. A critic without a historical perception will go wrong in 

his judgement. He cannot distinguish an original work from a derivative. The 

divorce between literary criticism and literary history would be detrimental to 

both. 

Literary History 

 Literary history is unique in the sense that it is the knowledge of the 

present, the omnipresent, and the eternally present. The difference between 

political history and literary history is quite striking. It is the distinction between 

that which is historical and past and that which is historical and still somehow 

present. There are theorists who go to the extent of denying that literature has a 



history. While Eliot would deny the ‘pastness’ of a work of art, Ker argues that 

the objects of literary history are always present, are ‘eternal’ and hence have no 

proper history at all. 

 Literary history traces the history of literature as an art, in comparative 

isolation from its social history, the biographies of authors or the appreciation of 

individual works. As R.E. Spiller explains, “literary history is concerned with 

describing and explaining the expression in literature of a people during a 

period of time, in a place, and usually in a specific language. It differs from 

other kinds of history to the degree that literature is a distinctive kind of 

expression”. 

 Literary history is not to be mistaken for history of language. The work of 

the literary historian begins only after the work of the historical philologist and 

the linguistic analyst has reached a stage of clear definition. Literary history is 

different from textual criticism also, though a literary historian depends much 

on textual criticism to explain the relationships between two texts of the same 

literary work or the texts off any two or more literary works. 

Literary history is different from literary criticism as well. It depends 

upon the literary critic to identify and to evaluate the works of literature with 

which it is to deal. Literary criticism helps the literary historian to eliminate 

from its consideration. It also helps to establish the necessary hierarchies and 

other relationships in terms of value of the literary works which he is to use as 

data in his historical account. “the establishment of literary relationships 

between authors is a most important preparation for the writing off literary 

history”. 

It is a pre requisite that a literary historian should be equally trained as a 

linguist, textual critic and a literary critic. The essential function of the literary 

historian is to write the history of man as revealed in literature. Literary history 

is literary in two respects; it deals with the materials of literature and therefore 

should be written only in the idiom of literature; it is itself a form of literature. 

The primary task of the literary historian is to assemble, within the limits 

of his inquiry, all the works of literature which have been identified by literary 

criticism and to relate them to each other in at least a time sequence. The 

relationship between two or more works of Literature can be discussed 

profitably only when they are seen in their proper place within the scheme of 



literary; development. But this structure is dynamic. It undergoes changes 

throughout the process of history.   

Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi and 

Hamlet come under the category of Revenge Tragedies. The Spanish Tragedy is 

known for its ‘revenge motif’. The Duchess of Malfi is enjoyed today for its 

fine characterisation of the Duchess with her stoic endurance. Hamlet the 

concept of the genre’tragedy’ itself has been constantly undergoing change, 

though the basic structure has come to stay. In Greek tragedy, destiny is 

character, but in Shakespeare, character is destiny. 

 Another task for the literary historian is to trace the development of 

works of art arranged in smaller and larger groups according to common 

authorship, or genres of stylistic types or linguistic tradition and finally to frame 

everything within the scheme of universal literature. The Restoration Drama is 

to be discussed in relation to Charles II and the French culture. The literary 

historian is also concerned with history of particular institutions and their ideas. 

The literary historian will link the literary work in causal and sequential 

relationships in terms of the histories of these systems of beliefs. The biography 

of the creative writer is also significant for the literary historian to provide a 

historical treatment for the work of art. 

 Literature must not be conceived as passive reflection or copy of 

the political, social or even intellectual development of mankind, though most 

literary historians divide their periods in accordance with political changes. The 

literary ‘period’ should be established by purely literary criteria. 

 Spiller deals with four theories concerning literary history. The 

first theory assumes that literary history is concerned with discovering and 

defining the woks of literary art of the past and describing them in 

chronological sequence, in their contexts of time, place and authorship. This 

kind of literary history could be only descriptive and narrative in nature. The 

second theory is concerned not only with discovering and defining the literary 

works of the past, but also with exploring the sources of each in preceding and 

its influences on following works of literary art. There is implicit in this theory 

an assumption that works of literary art occur in causal sequence on a level of 

their own and without other causal relationships to their creators or their 

readers. 



The third theory is concerned with discovering and defining the works of 

literary art of the past and explaining the sources and influences off each on the 

others, It is also concerned with explaining the sources of each work of art in 

the experience of the artist who created it and in the culture off which that artist 

was a part. 

 The fourth and last theory is of recent origin. Its proponents retain 

a basis in chronology. But they substitute a cyclic for a progressive view of 

man’s past experience. By substituting such abstractions as myth, symbol, value 

as concept for the more traditional view of literary events, they enlarge and 

deepen rather than alter the literary historian’s understanding of the nature of 

literature and therefore of the literary events with which he deals. 

A psychological form of time replaces the chronological time which 

merges the past with the present and the future as done by writers like Eliot and 

Joyce. 

The literary historian engages in two forms of activity; historical research 

and historical criticism. As a researcher he collects and confirms his data. As a 

historical critic, his aim is to organize and interpret his data. A historical critic is 

different from a literary historian. The history of genres is one of the most 

promising areas for the study of literary history. The genre ‘comedy’ can be 

profitably analysed from a historical point of view which will help to 

comprehend the ‘Comedy of Menace’ of the modern world. 

 A literary historian takes into consideration all these aspects while 

he is at work. He must accept, from the literary critic, the aesthetic evaluation of 

works under study and then turn to the task off explaining how, why, when and 

where these works were conceived, written, published and read. Satisfying 

himself with a working hypothesis as to the answer to any one of such 

problems, the historical critic must organize his evidence around his thesis and 

test its validity by selection, arrangement and interpretation. In this process he 

becomes the literary artist himself and his literary history shapes into a form of 

literary art. However, “the three disciplines are and will remain distinct; history 

cannot absorb or replace theory, while theory should not even dream of 

absorbing history’ 

Literary Criticism 



The main issues of literary criticism ought to be seen as arising from and 

developing through its history. Criticism has traditionally been regarded as 

something different from scholarship, a matter of taste, feeling, subjective 

reaction or sensitivity. Statements produced by such factors cannot be verified 

or refuted. It seems difficult, to establish standards that will distinguish good 

from mediocre criticism.  

The Greek verb Kritein means ‘to judge’ and whoever does the job of 

judging is called a critic. The metaphor of the judge, and in fact the whole 

practice of judicial criticism, is entirely confined to review or survey current 

literature or scholarship. The reviewer of a current book, whatever its content, is 

expected to lead up to a value judgement , to give a clear indication of whether 

or not he thinks the book worth reading.   

An academic critic, concerned with the scholarly organization of 

literature, is never in this judicial position. He deals with a body of literature 

which has all its merits, been accepted as a valid subject of scholarly study. No 

scholar can afford the luxury of being bored by anything that is in the least 

relevant to his area of study. Academic criticism is partly historical, studying 

past literature in its original context and partly an attempt to express what past 

literature can communicate beyond its own time. 

The first task of a responsible judicial critic deals with a living and not 

yet established writer is to try to determine what the strength off the authority is. 

In academic criticism the authority; for most writers has already been 

established. The academic critic needs humility, not judiciousness. Most of a 

critic’s mistakes are rejections, and if he is dealing with the established dead, all 

his rejections are mistakes. 

In academic criticism the relevant value judgements are all implicitly 

assumed. The academic critic’s function is to add to the reader’s understanding 

of the writer. Academic criticism has a categorical and descriptive approach. It 

tries to identify a writer’s work. Academic criticism is essentially a structure of 

knowledge.  The first principle of academic criticism is that in it the critic is 

attempting to interpret something in the light of all the literature he knows. 

The primary understanding of any work off literature has to be based on 

an assumption of its unity. Every poet writes good and bad poems. But again, 

the critic’s primary task is to understand and explain. A poet’s worst poem may 



be as relevant to the full understanding of him as his best one. Once the end is 

reached, the whole design of the work as a unity reveals itself. 

Identifying the theme is the next step. To identify a poem means seeing it 

as an individual of a class. Criticism does not seriously begin until it puts the 

poem into its proper literary context as one of a family of poems. The sense that 

every work of literature has a context in literature makes criticism finite not by 

limiting the critic but in giving his work a direction and an aim. 

The structure of every poem is in one respect unique, but there is also a 

conventional element in the structure derived from the conventions and genres 

the poet is using. Literature associates, the non human world of physical nature 

with the human world, and the units of association are analogy and identity, 

which appear in the form of simile and metaphor. Literature as a whole appears 

as the direct descendant of mythology; and its panoramic view of the human 

situation. Many critics, including Frye, think of the conventional structures 

mentioned above as myths because all of them derive from myths. The 

conventional images that recur throughout literature may also be called 

archetypes. The form of literature as a whole becomes the content of criticism 

as a whole. Criticism and literature that is theory and practice of literature itself 

will be two parts of one thing. 

 Criticism is rather a matter of asking the right questions than of 

being able to give the right answers. Right from Plato, the literary critics have 

only done the job of raising questions and an elucidation of the history of their 

role in helping the readers to better appreciate literature is the focus of this 

handbook.  

 

 

 

SHORT ANSWERS 

1. What is Literature? 

        Literature is writing which expresses and communicates thoughts, feelings 

and attitudes towards life. Literature is unique; it might be life-like.  

   



2. What is Criticism? 

        The expression of disapproval of someone or something on the basis of 

perceived faults or mistakes is called criticism 

3. What is Literary Theory? 

       Literary theory is the study of the principles of literature, its categories, 

criteria and the like. It is obvious that literary theory is impossible except on the 

basis of a study of concrete literary works. 

4. What is Literary History? 

        Literary History is unique in the sense that it is the knowledge of the 

present, the omnipresent and eternally present. It traces the history of literature 

as an art, in comparative isolation from its social history, the biographies of 

authors or the appreciation of individual works. 

5. What is Literary Criticism? 

        Literary Criticism is the study, evaluation and interpretation of literature. It 

is the analysis of a literary text though various lenses that highlight authorial 

stance, purpose and perspective. 

6. What is the primary task of a literary historian? 

     The primary task of a literary historian is to assemble, within the limits of his 

inquiry, all the works of literature which have been identified by literary 

criticism and to relate them to each other in at least a time sequence. This 

structure is dynamic. It undergoes changes throughout the process of history. 

7. What are the activities of a literary historian? 

      The literary historian engages in two forms of activity: historical research 

and historical criticism. As a researcher he collects and confirms his data. As a 

historical critic, his aim is to organize and interpret his data. 

8. Who is an academic critic? 

    An academic critic, concerned with the scholarly organization of literature 

deals with a body of literature which has its merits been accepted as a valid 

subject of scholarly study. 

9. What is academic criticism? 



     In academic criticism, the relevant value judgements are all implicitly 

assumed. It is essentially a structure of knowledge. It has a categorical and 

descriptive approach. It tries to identify a writer’s work. 

10. Who is a critic? 

      A person who judges the merits of literary or artistic works especially one 

who does so professionally.  
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