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Nihil est autem esse, quam unum esse. Itaque
in quantum quidque unitatem adipiscitur, in
tantum est.—St. Avcusting, De Moribus Mani-
chaeorum, VI
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(:7 W. K, Wimsatt, from The Verbal Icon

THE CONCRETE
UNIVERSAL

THE CENTRAL argument of this essay, concerning what I
shall call the “conercte universal,” proceeds from the observa-
tion that literary theorists have from early times to the present
persisted in making statements which in their contexts seem to
mean that a work of literary art is in some peculiar sense a
very individual thing or a very universal thing or both. What
that paradox can mean, or what important fact behind the
paradox has been discerned by such various critics as Aristotle,
Plotinus, Iegel, and Ransom, it will be the purpose of the essay
to inquire, and by the inquiry to discuss not only a significant
feature of metaphysical poetics from Aristotle to the present
day but the relation between metaphysical poeties and more
practical and specific rhetorical analysis. In the brief historical
survey which forms one part of this essay it will not be my
purpose to suggest that any of these writers meant exactly
what I shall mean in later parts where I describe the structure
of poetry. Yet throughout the essay I shall proceed on the
theory not only that men have at different times used the same
terms and have meant differently, but that they have sometimes
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used different terms and have meant the same or somewhat the
same. In other words, I assume that there is continuity in the
problems of criticism, and that 4 person who studies poelry to-
day has a legitimate interest in what Plato said about poctry.
The view of common terms and their relations to classes of
things from which I shall start is roughly that which one may
read in the logic of J. S. Mill, a view which is not much differ-
ent from the semantic view of today and for most purposes not
much different from the Aristotelian and scholastic view. Mill
speaks of the word and its denotation and connotation (the
term, referent and reference, the sign, denotatum and desig-
natum' of more recent terminologies). The denotation is the it,
the individual thing or the aggregate of things to which the
term may refer; the connotation is the what, the quality or
classification inferred for the it, or implicitly predicated by the
application of the term or the giving of the name.® One main
difference between all modern positivistic, nominalistic, and se-
mantic systems and the scholastic and classical systems is that
the older ones stress the similarity of the individuals denoted
by the common term and hence the real universality of mean-
ing, while the modern systems stress the differences in the in-
dividuals, the constant flux even of each individual in time and
space and its kinetic structure, and hence infer only an ap-
proximate or nominal universality of meaning and a con-
venience rather than a truth in the use of general terms. A
further difference lies in the view of how the individual is ro-
lated to the varions conmotations of terms which may be ap-
plied to it. That is, to the question: What is it? the older
writers seem to hold there is but one (essentially right) answer,
while the moderns accept as many answers as there are classes
to which the individual may be assigned (an indefinite num-
ber). The older writers speak of a proper essence or whatness
of the individual, a quality which in some cases at least is that
designated by the class name most commonly applied to the

® The terms “denotation” and “connotation” are commonly and lnosely used
by literary critics to distinguish the dictionary meaning of a term (denotation)
from the vaguer aura of suggestion (connotation). Both these are parts of the
connotation in the logical sense.
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individual: a bench is a bench, essentially a bench, accidentally
a heavy wooden object or something covered with green paint.
“When we say what it is,” observes Aristotle, “we do not say
‘white,” or ‘hot,” or ‘three cubits long,” but a man’ or ‘a god.” ™
And this view is also a habit scarcely avoidable in our own
daily thinking, especially when we think of living things or of
artifacts, things made by us or our fellows for a purpose. What
is it? Bench, we think, is an adequate answer. An assemblage
of sticks painted green, we consider freakish.

Il

Whether or not one believes in universals, one may see the
persistence in literary criticism of a theory that poetry presents
the concrete and the universal, or the individual and the uni-
versal, or an object which in a mysterious and special way is
both highly general and highly particular. The doctrine is im-
plicit in Aristotle’s two statements that poetry imitates action
and that poetry tends to express the universal. It is implicit
again at the end of the classic period in the mystic doctrine
of Plotinus, who in his later writing on beauty reverses the
FPlatonic objection that art does not know the ultimate reality
of the forms. Plotinus arrives at the view that the artist by a
kind of bypass of the inferior natural productions of the world
soul reaches straight to the forms that lie behind in the divine
intelligence,® Another version of the elassic theory, with allini-
ties for Plotinus, lies in the scholastic phrase resplendentia
formae.

Cicero's account of how Zeusis painted an ideal Ielen from
the five most beautiful virgins of Crotona is a typical develop-
ment of Aristotelian theory, in effect the familiar ncoclassic
theory found in Du Fresnoy's Art of Painting, in the writings
of Jolmson, especially in the tulip passage in Rasselas, and in
the Discourses and Idlers of Reynolds. The business of the
poct is not to number the streaks of the tulip; it is to give us
not the individual, but the species. The same thing is stated
in a more complicated way by Kant in telling how the imagi-
nation constructs the “aesthetical normal Idea”:
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It is the image for the whole race, which floats among all the
variously different intuitions of individuals, which nature takes as
archetype in her productions of the same species, but which seems
not to be fully reached in any individual case.*

And Hegel's account is as follows:

The work of art is not only for the sensuous apprehension as sen-
suous object, but its position is of such a kind that as sensuous it is
at the same time essentially addressed to the mind.’

In comparison with the show or semblance of immediate sensuous
existence or of historical narrative, the artistic semblance has the
advantage that in itself it points beyond self, and refers us away
from itself to something spiritual which it is meant to bring before
the mind’s eye. . . . The hard rind of nature and the common world
give the mind more trouble in breaking through to the idea than
do the products of art.®

The excellence of Shakespeare, says Coleridge, consists in a
“union and interpenetration of the wniversal and particular.”
In one terminology or another this idea of a concrete universal
is found in most metaphysical aesthetic of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.

A modemn literary critic, John Crowe Ransom, speaks of the
argument of a poem (the universal) and a local texture or
tissue of concrete irrelevance. Another literary critic, Allen
Tate, manipulating the logical terms “extension” and “in-
tension,” has arrived at the concept of “tension” in poctry.
“Extension,” as logicians use the word, is the range of indi-
viduals denoted by a term (denotation); “intension” is the
total of qualities connoted (connotation). In the ordinary or
logical use of the terms, extension and intension are of inverse
relationship—the wider the one, the shallower the other. A
poem, says Tate, as I interpret him, is a verbal structure which
in some peculiar way has both a wide extension and a deep
intension.

Not all these theories of the concrete universal lay equal
stress on the two sides of the paradox, and it scems indicative
of the vitality of the theory and of the truth implicit in it that
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the two sides have been capable of exaggeration into antithetic
schools and theories of poetry. For Du Fresnoy, Johnson, and
Reynolds poetry and painting give the universal; the less said
about the particulars the better. This is the neoclassic theory,
the illustrations of which we seek in Pope’s Essay on Man or in
Johnson’s Ramblers, where the ideas are moral and general
and concerned with “nature,” “one clear, unchanged, and uni-
versal light.” The opposite theory had notable expression in
England, a few years before Johnson wrote Rasselas, in Joseph
Warton's Essay on Pope:

A minute and particular enumeration of circumstances judiciously
selected, is what chiefly discriminates poetry from history, and
renders the former, for that reason, a more close and faithful repre-
sentation of nature than the latter,

And Blake’s marginal eriticism of Reynolds was: “TIIS Man
was Hired to Depress art.” “To Generalize is to be an Idiot.
To Particularize is the Alone Distinction of Merit. General
Knowledges are those Knowledges that Idiots possess.” “Sacri-
fice the Parts: What becomes of the whole?” The line from
Warton's Essay to Croce’s Aesthetic seems a straight and ob-
vious one, from Thomson’s specific descriptions of flowers to
the individual act of intuition-expression which is art—its op-
posite and enemy being the concept or generality.” The two
views of art (two that can be held by different theorists about
the same works of art) may be startlingly contrasted in the
following passages about fictitious character—one a well known
statement by Johnson, the other by the philosopher of the élan
vital,

[Shakespeare’s] characters are not modified by the customs of par-
ticular places, unpractised by the rest of the world; by the peculiari-
ties of studies or professions, which can operate but upon small
numbers; or by the accidents of transient fashions or temporary
opinions: they are the genuine progeny of common humanity, such
as the world will always supply, and observation will always find.
His persons act and speak by the influence of those general passions
and principles by which all minds are agitated, and the whole
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system of life is continued in motion. In the writings of other poets
a character is too often an individual; in those of Shakespeare it is
commonly a species,

Hence it follows that art always aims at what is individual. What
the artist fixes on his canvas is something he has seen at a certain
spot, on a certain day, at a certain hour, with a colouring that will
never be seen again. What the poet sings of is a certain mood
which was his, and his alone, and which will never return, . .
Nothing could be more unique than the character of IMamlet.
Though he may resemble other men in some respects, it is clearly
not on that account that he interests us most.®

Other critics, notably the most ancient and the most modern,
have tried to hold the extremes together. Neither of the ex-
tremes gives a good account of art and each leads out of art.
The theory of particularity leads to individuality and originality
(Edward Young was another eighteenth century Crocean),
then to the idiosyncratic and the unintelligible and to the psy-
chology of the author, which is not in the work of art and is
not a standard for judgment. The theory of universality as it
appears in Johnson and Reynolds leads to platitude and to a
standard of material objectivity, the average tulip, the average
human form, some sort of average.?

111

“Just representations of general nature,” said Johnson, and it
ought to be noted, though it pethaps rarely is, that two kinds
of generality are involved, as indeed they are in the whole neo-
classic theory of generality. There is the generality of logic or
classification, of the more general as opposed to the more speci-
fic, “essential” generality, one might say. And there is the
generality of literal truth to nature, “existential” generality.
The assumption of neoclassic theory seems to be that these two
must coincide. As a matter of fact they may and often do, but
need not. Thus: “purple cow” is a more general (less specific)
term and concept than “tan cow with a broken horm,” yet the
latter is more general or true to nature. We have, in short,
realism or fantasy, and in either there may be various degrees
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of the specific or the general. We have A Journal of the Plague
Year and The Rambler, Gulliver's Travels and Rasselas. The
fact that there are a greater number of “vicissitudes” and
“miscarriages” (favorite Rambler events) in human experience
than plagues at London, that there are more tan cows than
tan cows with broken horns, makes it true in a sense that a
greater degree of essential generality involves a greater degree
of existential. But in this sense the most generally reliable
concept is simply that of “being.”

The question is how a work of literature can be either more
individual (unique) or more universal than other kinds of writ-
ing, or how it can combine the individual and the universal
more than other kinds. Every description in words, so far as
it is a direct deseription (The barn is red and square) is a gen-
cralization. That is the nature of words. There are no indi-
viduals conveyed in words but only more or less specific gen-
eralizations, so that Jolmson is right, though we have to ask
him what degree of verbal generality makes art, and whether
“tulip” is a better or more important generality than “tulip
with ten streaks,” or whether “beauty” is not in fact a much
more impressive generality than “tulip.” On the other hand,
one cannot deny that in some sense there are more tulips in
poetry than pure abstracted beauty. So that Bergson is right
too; only we shall have to ask him what degree of specificity in
verbal deseription makes art. And he can never claim com-
plete verbal specificity or individuality, even for ITamlet.

I hie could, if a work of literary art could he looked on as an
artifact or concrete physical work, the paradox for the student
of universals would return from the opposite direction even
more forcibly—as it does in fact for theorists of graphic art. If
Reynolds' picture “The Age of Innocence” presents a species
or universal, what species does it present? Not an Aristotelian
essence—“man,” or “humanity,” nor even a more specific kind
of being such as “womanhood.” For then the picture would
present the same universal as Reynolds’ portrait of Mrs. Sid-
dons as “The Tragic Muse,” and all differences between “The
Age of Innocence” and “The Tragic Muse” would be aes-
thetically irrclevant. Does the picture then present girlhood,
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or barefoot girlhood, or barefoot gitlhood in a white dress
against a gloomy background? All three are equally valid uni-
versals (despite the fact that makeshift phrases are required to
express two of them), and all three are presented by the pic-
ture. Or is it the title which tells us what universal is presented,
“The Age of Innocence,” and without the title should we not
know the universal? The question will be: What in the in-
dividual work of art demands that we attribute to it one uni-
versal rather than another?

We may answer that for poetry it is the generalizing power
of words already mentioned, and go on to decide that what
distinguishes poetry from scientific or logical discourse is a de-
gree of irrelevant concreteness in descriptive details. This i§
in effect what Ransom says in his doctrine of argument and
local irrelevance, but it seems doubtful if the doctrine is not a
version of the theory of ornamental metaphor. The argument,
says Ransom, is the prose or scientific meaning, what the poem
has in common with other kinds of writing. The irrelevance is
a texture of concreteness which does not contribute anything
to the argument but is somehow enjoyable or valuable for its
own sake, the vehicle of a metaphor which one boards heedless
of where it runs, whether crosstown or downtown—just for the
ride. So Ransom nurses and refines the argument, and on one
page he makes the remark that the poet searches for “suit-
ability” in his particular phrases, and by suitability Ransom
means “the propriety which consists in their denoting the par-
ticularity which really belongs to the logical object.” But the
difference between “propriety” and relevance in such a context
is not easy to see. And relevance is logic. The fact is that all
concrete illustration has about it something of the irrelevant.
An apple falling from a tree illustrates gravity, but apple and
tree are irrelevant to the pure theory of gravity. It may be that
what happens in a poem is that the apple and the tree are
somehow made more than usnally relevant.

Such a theory, not that of Johnson and Reynolds, not that of
Warton and Bergson, not quite that of Ransom, is what I would
suggest—yet less as a novelty than as something already widely
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implicit in recent poetical analyses and exegeses, in those of
Empson, for instance, Tate, Blackmur, or Brooks. 1f a work of
literature is not in a simple sense either more individual or
more universal than other kinds of writing, it may yet be such
an individual or such a complex of meaning that it has a special
relation to the world of universals. Some acute remarks on this
subject were made by Ruskin in a chapter of Modem Painters
neglected today perhaps because of its distasteful ingredient of
“noble emotion.” Poetry, says Ruskin in criticizing Reynolds’
Idlers, is not distinguished from history by the omission of de-
tails, nor for that matter by the mere addition of details.
“There must be something either in the nature of the details
themselves, or the method of using them, which invésts them
with poetical power.” Their nature, one may add, as assumed
through their relation to one another, a relation which may also
be called the method of using them. The poetic character of
details consists not in what they say directly and explicitly (as
if roses and moonlight were poetic) but in what by their ar-
rangement they show implicitly.

v

“One,” observes Ben Jonson, thinking of literature, “is con-
siderable two waies: either, as it is only separate, and by it
self: or as being compos’d of many parts it beginnes to be one
as those parts grow or are wrought together.”** A literary work
of art is a complex of detail (an artifact, if we may be allowed
that metaphor for what is only a verbal object), a composition
so complicated of human values that its interpretation is dic-
tated by the understanding of it, and so complicated as to seem
in the highest degree individual—a concrete universal. We are
accustomed to being told, for example, that what makes a
character in fiction or drama vital is a certain fullness or ro-
tundity: that the character has many sides. Thus E. M. I'orster:

We may divide characters into flat and round. Flat characters were
called “humours” in the seventeenth century, and are sometimes
called types, and sometimes caricatures. In their purest form, they
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are constructed round a single idea or quality: when there is more
than one factor in them, we get the beginning of the curve towards
the round. The really flat character can be expressed in one sentence
such as “I never will desert Mr, Micawber.”

It remains to be said, however, that the many traits of the
round character (if indeed it is one character and not a hodge-
podge) are harmonized or unified, and that if this is so, then
all the traits are chosen by a principle, just as are the traits of
the flat character. Yet it cannot be that the difference between
the round and flat character is simply numerical; the difference
cannot be merely that the presiding principle is illustrated by
more examples in the round character. Something further must
be supposed—a special interrelation in the traits of the round
character. Bobadil is an example of the miles gloriosus, a flat
humour. He swears by “The foot of Pharach,” takes tobacco,
borrows money from his landlady, is found lying on a bench
fully dressed with a hangover, brags about his feats at the sicge
of Strigonium, beats Cob a poor water carrier, and so on. It is
possible that he has numerically as many traits as FFalstaff, one
of the most vital of all characters. But one of the differences be-
tween Falstaff and Bobadil is that the things Falstalf says are
funny; the things Bobadil says are not. Compared to Falstaff,
Bobadil is unconscious, an opaque butt. There is the vitality of
consciousness in Falstaff. And further there is the crowning
complexity of self-consciousness. The fact that Morgann could
devote a book to arguing that Falstalf is not a coward, that
lately Professor Wilson has arguned that at Gadshill Falstaff
may exhibit ““all the common symptoms of the malady’ of
cowardice” and at the same time persuade the audience that
he has “ ‘never once lost his sell-possession,”” the fact that one
can conceive that Falstaff in the Gadshill running-away scene
really knows that his assailants are the Prince and Poins—all
this shows that in Falstaff there is a kind of interrelation among
his attributes, his cowardice, his wit, his debauchery, his pre-
sumption, that makes them in a special way an organic har-
mony. He is a rounded character not only in the sense that
he is gross (a fact which may have tempted critics to speak of

i
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a rounded character) or in the sense that he is a bigger bundle
of attributes, stufled more full, than Bobadil or Ralph Roister
Doister; but in the sense that his attributes make a circuit and
connection. A kind of awareness of self (a high and human
characteristic), with a pleasure in the fact, is perhaps the cen-
tral principle which instead of simplifying the attributes gives
each one a special function in the whole, a double or reflex
value. Falstall or such a character of self-conscious “infinite
variety”® as Cleopatra are concrete universals because they
have no class names, only their own proper ones, yet are struc-
tures of such precise variety and centrality that each demands
a special interpretation in the realm of human values.
Character is one type of conciete universal; there are other
types, as many perhaps as the central terms of criticism; but
most can be learned I believe by examination of metaphor—the
structure most characteristic of concentrated poetry. The lan-
guage of pocts, said Shelley, “is vitally metaphorical: that is, it
marks the before unapprehended relations of things and per-
petuates their apprehension.” Wordsworth spoke of the ab-
stracting and modifying powers of the imagination, Aristotle
said that the greatest thing was the use of metaphor, because
it meant an eye for resemblances. Even the simplest form of
metaphor or simile (“My love is like a red, red rose”) presents
us with a special and creative, in fact a conerete, kind of ab-
straction difTerent from that of science. I'or behind a metaphor
lies a resemblance between two classes, and hence a more
general third class. This class is unnamed and most likely re-
mains unnamed and ‘is apprehended only through the meta-
phor. It is a new conception for which there is no other
expression. Keals discovering Homer is like a traveler in the
realms of gold, like an astronomer who discovers a planet, like
Cortez gazing at the Pacific. The title of the sonnet, “On First
Looking into Chapman’s Homer,” scems to furnish not so much
the subject of the poem as a fourth member of a central meta-

21 do not mean that self-consciousness is the only principle of complexity
in character, yet a considerable depree of it would appear to be a requisite for
poetic interest.
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phor, the real subject of the poem being an abstraction, a cer-
tain kind of thrill in discovering, for which there is no name
and no other description, only the four members of the meta-
phor pointing, as to the center of their pattern. The point of
the poem seems to lie outside both vehicle and tenor.

To take a more complicated instance, Wordsworth's “Solitary
Reaper” has the same basic metaphorical structure, the girl
alone reaping and singing, and the two bird images, the night-
ingale in Arabian sands and the cuckoo among the ITcbrides,
the three figures serving the parallel or metaphorical function
of bringing out the abstraction of loneliness, remoteness, mys-
terious charm in the singing. But there is also a kind of third-
dimensional significance, in the fact that one bird is far out in
the northern sea, the other far off in southern sands, a fact
which is not part of the comparison between the birds and the
girl. By an implication cutting across the plane of logic of the
metaphor, the girl and the two birds suggest extension in space,
universality, and world communion—an effect supported by
other details of the poem such as the overflowing of the vale
profound, the mystery of the Erse song, the bearing of the
song away in the witness’ heart, the past and future themes
which the girl may be singing. Thus a central abstraction is
created, of communion, telepathy in solitude, the prophetic
soul of the wide world dreaming on things to come—an ab-
straction which is the eflect not wholly of the metaphor elabo-
rated logically (in a metaphysical way) but of a working on
two axes, by association rather than by logic, by a thice-di-
mensional complexity of structure.

To take yet a third instance, metaphorie structure may ap-
pear where we are less likely to realize it explicitly—in poetic
narratives, for example, elliptically concealed in the more ob-
vious narrative outlines. “I can bring you,” writes Max East-
man, “examples of diction that is metrical but not metaphoric
—a great part of the popular ballads, for example—and you can
hardly deny that they too are poetic.” But the best story
poems may be analyzed, I believe, as metaphors without ex-
pressed tenors, as symbols which speak for themselves. “La
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Belle Dame Sans Merci,” for example (if a literary ballad may
be taken), is about a knight, by profession a man of action, but
sensitive, like the lily and the rose, and about a faery lady with
wild, wild eyes. At a more abstract level, it is about the loss of
self in the mysterious lure of beauty—whether woman, poetry,
or poppy. It sings the irretrievable departure from practical
normality (the squirrel’s granary is full), the wan isolation
alter ecstasy. Each reader will experience the poem at his own
level of experience or at several. A good story poem is like
a stone thrown into a pond, into our minds, where ever widen-
ing concentric circles of meaning go out—and this because of
the structure of the story.

“A poem should not mean but be.” It is an epigram worth
quoting in every essay on poetry. And the poet “nothing af-
firmeth, and therefore never lieth.” “Sit quidyis,” said ITorace,
“simplex dumtaxat et unum.” It seems almost the reverse of
the truth. “Complex dumtaxat et unum” would be better:
Every rcal poem is a complex poem. and only in virtue of its
complexily does it have artistic unity. A newspaper poem by
Edgar Guest® does not have this kind of unity, but only the
unity of an abstractly stated sentiment,

The principle is expressed by Aristotle when he says that
beauty is based on unity in variety, and by Coleridge when he
says that “The Beautiful, contemplated in its essentials, that is,
in kind and not in degree, is that in which the many, still seen
as many becomes one,” and that a work of art is “rich in pro-
portion to the variety of parts which it holds in unity.”

® A reader whose judgment I esteem tells me that such a name appears in a
serions discussion of pocties anomalously and in bad taste. 1 have allowed it
to remain (in preference to some more dignified name of mediocrity) precisely
beeause I wish to insist on the existence of badness in poetry and so to establish
an antithetic point of reference for the discussion of goodness. Relativistic
argument often creates an illusion in its own faver hy moving steadily in a
realm of great and nearly great art. See, for example, George Boas, A Primer
for Critics (Baltimore, 1937), where a cartoon by Daumier appears toward the
end as a startling approach to the vulgar. The purpose of my essay is not
indicial hut theoretienl, that is, not to exhibit original discoveries in taste, but
to show the relationship between examples acknowledged to lie in the realms
of the good and the bad.
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It is usually easier to show how poetry works than to show
why anyone should want it to work in a given way. Rhetorical
analysis of poetry has always tended to separate from evalua-
tion, technique from worth. The structure of poems as con-
crete and universal is the principle by which the critic can try
to keep the two together. If it be granted that the “subject
matter” of poetry is in a broad sense the moral realm, human
actions as good or bad, with all their associated feelings, all
the thought and imagination that goes with happiness and
suffering (if poetry submits “the shews of things to the desires
of the Mind”), then the rhetorical structure of the concrete
universal, the complexity and unity of the poem, is also its
maturity or sophistication or richness or depth, and hence its
value, Complexity of form is sophistication of content, The
unity and maturity of good poems are two sides of the same
thing. The kind of unity which we look for and find in poetry
is attained only through a degree of complexity in design which
itsell involves maturity and richness. For a visual diagram of
the metaphysics of poetry one might write vertically the word
complexity, a column, and give it a head with Janus faces, one
looking in the rhetorical direction, unity, and the other in the
axiological, maturity.

A final point to be made is that a criticism of structure and
of value is an objective criticisin. It rests on facts of human
psychology (as that a man may love a woman so well as to
give up empires), facts, which though psychological, yet are
so well acknowledged as io lie in the realm of what may be
called public psychology—a realm which one should distinguish
from the private realm of the author’s psychology and from the
equally private realm of the individual reader’s psychology
(the vivid pictures which poetry or stories are supposed to
create in the imagination, or the venerable action of catharsis
—all that poetry is said to do rather than to be). Such a criti-
cism, again, is objective and absolute, as distinguished from the
relative criticism of idiom and period. I mean that this criti-
cism will notice that Pope is different from Shakespeare, but
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will notice even more attentively that Shakespeare is different
from Taylor the Water Poet and Pope different from Sir Rich-
ard Blackmore. Such a criticism will be interested to analyze
the latter two differences and see what these differences have
in common and what Shakespeare and Pope have in common,
and it will not despair of describing that similarity (that
formula or character of great poetry) even though the terms
be abstract and difficult. Or, if we are told that there is no uni-
versal agreement about what is good—that Pope has not been
steadily held in esteem, that Shakespeare has been considered
a barbarian, the objective analyst of structures can at least
say (and it seems much to say) that he is describing a class of
poeins, those which through a peculiar complexity possess unity
and maturity and in a special way can be called both individual
and universal. Among all recorded “poems,” this class is of a
relative rarity, and further this class will be found in an im-
pressive way to coincide with those poems which have by some
body of critics, some age of educated readers, been called great.

The function of the objective critic is by approximate de-
scriptions of poems, or multiple restatements of their meaning,
to aid other readers to come to an intuitive and full realization
of poems themselves and hence to know good poems and dis-
tinguish them from bad ones. It is of course impossible to tell
all about a poem in other words. Croce tells us, as we should
expect him to, of the “impossibility of ever rendering in logical
terms the full effect of any poetry or of other artistic work.”
“Criticism, nevertheless,” he Lells us, “performs its own office,
which is to discern and to point out exactly where lies the
poetical motive and to formulate the divisions which aid in dis-
tinguishing what is proper to every work.”* The situation is
something like this: In each poemn there is something (an in-
dividual intuition—or a concept) which can never be expressed
in other terms. It is like the square root of two or like pi, which
cannot be expressed by rational numbers, but only as their
limit. Criticism of poetry is like 1.414 , . . or 3,1416 . . ., not all
it would be, yet all that can be had and very useful.




