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LIT 2710 CLASSICAL, ROMANTIC AND MODERN CRITICISM.

NEOCLASSICAL CRITICISM

Welcome to this lecture. In this lecture we shall cover the Neo-classical approach to literature.  After the theory notes, kindly read Shakespeare’s play Othello and the Cliff Notes commentary on it. Focus on whether neoclassical concepts like Dryden’s three unities can successfully be applied. Also interrogate the play on Samuel Jonson’s claims on the parameters of Shakespeare’s greatness.
You are aware of what classical criticism is by now.  The Greek prefix ‘Neo’ means new.  Neo-classical criticism, thus, means ‘New Classical Criticism’.  What then is ‘New Classical Criticism’?  It is “a return to the classical models, literary styles, and values of ancient Greek and Roman authors,” (Habib 2005.p273).  The neo-classicists were not the first to return to Greco-Roman standards of writing and criticism, the renaissance humanists had preceded them.  If you like, the neo-classicists can be said to be heirs of the renaissance humanists.  However, many neo-classicists “reacted sharply against what they perceived to be the stylistic excess, superfluous ornamentation, and linguistic over-sophistication of some renaissance writers” as well as “the lavishness of the gothic and baroque styles,” (Ibid).  Neo-classicists, in general, clearly emphasised 
“the classical values of objectivity, impersonality, rationality, decorum, balance, harmony, proportion and moderation. … The neoclassical writers reaffirmed literary composition as a rational and rule-bound process, requiring a great deal of craft, labour and study. Where Renaissance theorists and poets were advocating for new and mixed genres, the neo-classicists tended to insist on the separation of poetry and prose, the purity of each genre and the hierarchy of genres (although unlike Aristotle they generally placed the epic above tragedy. … Much neoclassic thought was marked by a recognition of human finitude, …” (Op.Cit). 
There are many neo-classicists, with cultural variations, within the movement.  However, since we are studying literature in English, we shall only pick on two English neo-classicists.  It is important to note that English neo-classicists tended to be the most flexible of the movement.  They accommodated authors like Chaucer, Shakespeare, Donne and Milton who, strictly speaking do not fit the rigid classical paradigm.  There are three major neo-classical English critics, John Dryden, Samuel Johnson and Alexander Pope.  Of the three, it is John Dryden and Samuel Johnson that were the most flexible.  In an introductory course like this one, we shall cover only the two and leave Alexander Pope to you as further reading.
JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700)

Dubbed the father of English criticism by Samuel Johnson, John Dryden was a poet, dramatist and translator. Characteristic of his poetry is a shift in subject, indicative of his shift in religious and political allegiances. In criticism, however, he is celebrated for attempting “to strike a compromise between the claims of the ancient authority and the exigencies of the modern writer,” (Habib 2005.p286).  He argues that the ancients ought to be praised because they lay the foundation on which modern literature and criticism is built.   To quash the arguments of other neo-classicists who argue that the moderns write better, he argues that even when modern drama surpasses that of the ancients, it has been fertilised by envy and admiration of the ancients.  In his opinion, it is the admiration of the ancients that make the moderns “work so hard as to surpass them,” (Dipio 1998.p90).  John Dryden is better known for emphasising the Aristotelian three unities. These are:
1. The unity of time – A play should reflect the twenty-four-hour day in its presentation in order to resemble a natural day. Thus, the acts of the play should also be proportionately partitioned.  For example, Act 1 – Morning, Act 2 – Afternoon, Act 3 – Evening etc

2. The unity of place – Scenes should continue in one place as distancing them would not make them fit the twenty-four-hour day.  That is to say, if scene one is in Chipata town, the others cannot be in Kasama, Monze and Mongu as travelling to these places (in our minds as well as physically) cannot be done in twenty-four hours.
3. Unity of action – Any play should have only one main plot.  If there are other plots, they should be subplots meant to sharpen the suspense of the play. 

Overall, Dryden advocates for the presentation of what is natural on stage. He advises that if a man (or woman) were to express love, for instance, in unexpected meeting, one word and a sigh would be more natural than a tirade of words. To this end, he argues that the ancients were better at observing natural requirements and satisfying expectations of the audience than writers of his time, whom he calls modern writers. 
Dryden also condemns the use of rhymes in a play because in everyday life, no one speaks in rhymes without pre-meditation unless they wish to convey the idea of grandeur.

Dryden further discourages the mixing of genres as doing so is not close to nature. One either writes comedy or tragedy; not tragi-comedy.
On historical plays with well-known plots, Dryden advises that such plays should be interwoven with probable fictional truths to create suspense and pleasure in the audience who already know the events of the play (Dipio 1998.p93).

Dryden also re-enforces classical advice that ugly and unbelievable scenes such as battles and death are better narrated than presented on stage because they can never be presented with the seriousness they deserve.

WEAKNESSES OF THE ANCIENTS AS NOTED BY DRYDEN

1.  They did not clearly divide plays into acts.  Change of acts was often signalled by the chanting of the chorus albeit unreliable as the chorus usually sang more than five times in a play.  Although Aristotle broke a play into five parts namely Protasis (entrance of characters), Epitasis (development of a plot), catastasis (introduction of new complications) and catastrophe (resolving of conflict), the development of the five Acts and scenes was only done in the time of Horace.  Before that, there was no fixed number of acts.
2. Greek tragedies lacked novelty because they were historical tales derived from Thebes and Troy.  As the events were common knowledge the plays did not elicit pleasure, surprise, delight and suspense.

3. They tended to break the three unities, ironically, in their attempt to stick to them. Dipio 1998 cites an absurdity committed by Euripides in one of his plays where he made one of his characters cover a distance of about 643.73 kilometres in one scene; in an era where the fastest means of transport was a horse!
4. In some plays, the ancients tended to reward vice and punish virtue. For instance, in Euripides’ Medea, the protagonist (Medea) is not punished for revenge.

5. Classical plays have narrower plots and few characters even though their scenes are not as well presented as the moderns (Dryden’s time).
6. Classical plays dealt with course passions like lust, cruelty, revenge, ambition and blood-letting instead of softer passions like love.

In the conclusion of his essay, Dryden argues that since the classical writers tended to specialise according to ability and tendency, they should have excelled more (Dipio 1998.p94-95).

SAMUEL JOHNSON (1709-1784)
Although Jonson authored many works, our interest is in his The History of Rasselas and Preface to Shakespeare.  The History of Rasselas is a fictional book which Johnson uses to share some of his own insights on neo-classicism.  You should be careful not to read too much of Johnson in the opinions of the protagonist, Imlac.  Being a fictional character, he mixes some of his own opinions with those of Johnson.  Suffice to say, Imlac shares some conventional neo-classic views such as the argument that modern writers can only write well by imitating and refining the work of classic writers while endeavouring to be original by reflecting nature and life.  Through Imlac, Johnson urges writers to be knowledgeable.  He argues that a writer should “be aware, through experience, both of the changes undergone by the human mind in different periods and the universal truths underlying these shifting manifestations,” (Habib 2005.p303).  On the faculty of imagination, Johnson views it as “dangerously distortive of truth and nature,” (Ibid).  Johnson’s commitment to reason, probability and truth is classical.  Even his insistence on the moral function of literature is Platonian.  He argues that the objective of writing should not be verisimilitude but impartation of morality.  Although he acknowledges that excellent literature should imitate nature, he argues that it is not everything in nature that can be imitated.  Like Horace, he believes writers should be well read.  However, they should supplement their reading with experience acquired by keen observation of the life.  Like Aristotle, Johnson, urges writers to express truth in general and universal terms.  Although Johnson advocates for adherence to classical norms, he is also flexible enough to encourage experimentation in writing.
In his Preface to Shakespeare, Johnson argues that Shakespeare’s works are works of a genius because they have continued to garner esteem for centuries and compare well to other works.  He says Shakespeare stands out as a dramatist because “he is essentially a poet of nature. His representations are a faithful mirror of real life (nature).  The themes and the characters who represent them are real life-like,” (Dipio 1998.p96). Johnson also commends Shakespeare for keeping his characters distinct no matter how many they are in a play.  He further commends him for presenting his protagonists as “just men – human beings” (Ibid) not heroes as the case is in classical plays.  Johnson observes that even when Shakespeare presents supernatural elements, he keeps his “language level with real life,” (Op. Cit) which has an effect of drawing the audience closer to the experiences in the texts.  He praises Shakespeare’s plays for their use of practical axioms and domestic wisdom because this makes them didactic.  He acknowledges that Shakespeare violates the classical insistence on purity of form, but justifies the violation by arguing that drama exists to instruct and give pleasure regardless of whether the form is mixed or pure.  Unlike Dryden, Johnson does not support a strict adherence to the three unities of place, action and time.  To this end, he supports Shakespeare who frequently flouts them.  “The spectator’s imaginative power can make him travel in various places even in an hour’s time: all that is needed is an appropriate setting to indicate the scene has changed from Kampala to London.  It would be underrating the imaginative power of the spectator to think that he will be disoriented by breaking the unities,” (Dipio 1998.p99) he argues.
SHAKESSPEARE’S ‘MINOR’ WEAKNESSES

After a glowing tribute to Shakespeare, Johnson also cites what he calls minor weaknesses. Below are the weaknesses as sighted by Dipio 1998:
1.  Shakespeare is a more gifted writer of comedy than tragedy. The sentiments of his tragic characters seem forced while their actions seem improbable.
2. Shakespeare focuses on pleasing his audience rather than instructing them, thus, sacrificing virtue to convenience.  
3. Shakespeare’s plots are often loosely joined to the point where if one incident is removed, the main plot is not affected.  Some are unnecessary appendages to the main plot.  This creates the effect of redundancy.
4. The second half of Shakespeare’s play is often neglected.  He shortens his labour and hurries to finish up the work as soon as he reaches the second half as if he is in haste to reap the profit of the completed work.
5. Shakespeare gives to one age or nation, the customs, institutions and opinions of another, at the expense of likelihood and credibility.
6. In his comic scenes, Shakespeare is seldom successful. When he engages his characters in conversation, they are often gross and vulgar.  The gentleman/lady is not distinguishable from the clown.

7. In narration, Shakespeare’s diction is pompous and wearisome. He narrates incidents in many words, which might have had better effect if plainly delivered in few words.  Narration should ideally be rapid and enhanced by frequent interruptions because they are naturally long and tedious.
8. Since he closely adheres to what is natural, Shakespeare’s speeches are usually weak and cold.

9. At times Shakespeare entangles his incidents in difficult situations which he cannot express well.  This makes reading difficult as he leaves it up to the reader to disentangle the incidents if he has the time for it.

10.  Shakespeare sometimes goes in for trivial sentiments and vulgarity.

The above weaknesses are all a result of Johnson using the classical yardstick to evaluate Shakespeare.
Now that we have acquainted ourselves with neo-classical criticism, let us turn our attention to Shakespeare’s Othello and see if, indeed we can apply neo-classical standards to it.

Work for the student

As you research more on justice, consider the following:

1. Discuss the verisimilitude of Othello.

2. What are the main themes of the play – Othello?

3. Is it true that all are equal before the law?  Can this be applied to Othello?

4. Is Othello vilified because he is really evil or because he is a black man?

APPLYING NEO-CLASSICAL STANDARDS TO OTHELLO
I am assuming that you have read and fully understood the play. In order for you to apply the standards of neo-classicism you ought to be conversant with them.  Let us pick a few and see how they fit or fail to fit into the play.  I would like you to keep referring to the text as I ask questions that will help you apply the theory to the text.  If you live near a course mate or course mates, do the exercise below as a group. 
Theory: Both Dryden and Johnson agree that the objective of writing is teaching. 
Application: Do you think Othello is didactic enough?

Theory: While Dryden upholds the respect for the three unities of place, action and time, Johnson rejects strict adherence to it.
Application: Which of the two does Othello obey?

Theory: Neo-classicists embrace both aesthetics and ethics.

Application: Which of the two approaches does Othello serve better? Explain with examples.
Theory: Although, Johnson showers Shakespeare with praises, he also observes ‘minor’ weaknesses.

Application: How many of those weaknesses can you identify in Othello? Cite the pages and incidents that reflect them.
Theory: Johnson argues that a writer should have knowledge acquired from books as well as that acquired from experience.

Application: Does Othello demonstrate that Shakespeare possesses both types of knowledge. Prove it from the text.

Theory: Johnson argues that Shakespeare is a poet of nature who mirrors society as it is.

Application: Discuss the verisimilitude of Othello.

Theory: Dryden argues that only what is natural should be presented on stage.
Application: Can you say everything presented on stage in Othello is natural?

If you have answered these questions faithfully, with illustrations, you ably applied neo-classical criticism to Othello.

Bibliography
Dipio D. 1998. Theory and Criticism of Literature. Kampala, Makerere University.
Habib M.A. R. 2005. Modern literary Criticism and Theory: A History. Victoria, Blackwell publishing.

Shakespeare W. Othello. (Eversion). World Library Inc. www.limpidsoft.com. Downloaded on 09/01/2021.

www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-shakespeare. Downloaded 21/08/20.
www.litcharts.com/lit/the merchant-of-venice. Downloaded 21/08/20.


 PAGE 
1

