First Semester



Criticism (10)
Third Year
· Defense of Poetry by Philip Sidney: 
· On page 34, after he makes the comparison between the historian, the philosopher, and the poet to show that the poet is superior to all branches of learning, Sidney makes a conclusion that the poet is the best when it comes to teaching; a poet is the most capable. 
· Sidney then begins a sort of estimation of the problems with poetry at the time. He has defended poetry and has showed the claims against it as not real and false, but now he begins to show what the problems are in the poetry or the drama of the time. Sidney here shows the role of the critic; he has first defended poetry, showed us how poetry is the oldest and first teacher, and now he is criticizing its defects so that any poet can get some sort of manual or rule to follow. His job is to help us judge poetry, to show where literature has defects and what the positive points are. Sidney now wants to tell us the weaknesses of poetry and drama. 
· He begins by questioning why England has become so harsh on poets. He says that English used to be a mother and now she has become a stepmother. A mother always motivates, whereas a stepmother pushes the children away and frustrates them; she doesn’t create a healthy environment for people to flourish and do well. He says that he’s aware that there are bad poets, but there are also very good poets that other poets should follow, like Chaucer. 
· Sidney gives us his theory of art saying that it is based on three things: art, talent, practice. If you have art there is talent, and if you have a talent you should practice it by imitating the masterpieces of other great poets. In the beginning, in order to call someone a poet, he essentially has to have some sort of talent; it’s not something that you can read about or something that you can choose to be. In the beginning, Sidney said that he found himself a poet. Now, if you are born a poet and you have this talent, then the next step is to imitate; it means to read or to educate yourself by reading other works of poetry, not exactly imitating them in what they say, but in their style. So, he is not saying exactly to copy them, but to learn from their style and the way that they right. 
· After learning the rules of poetry, you can start creating your own poetry. Only after having talent and reading well that you can be a poet, otherwise you’re not a poet. Plato agrees with this idea when he says that poetry is a divine inspiration, although Plato and Sidney are different regarding their views on poetry. 
· On page 39: “For poesy must not be drawn by the ears, it must be gently led, or
rather it must lead; which was partly the cause that made the ancient learned affirm it was a divine, and no human skill,… That Daedalus, they say, both in this and in other, hath three wings to bear itself up into the air of due commendation; that is art, imitation, and exercise.” This is Sidney’s theory of Inspiration. What Sidney adds to it is that it is not just inspiration or talent; it depends on inspiration and talent, but you need to develop it by imitation of classics and educating yourself. For Sidney, he believes that talent is more important than education. So, the imitation is not necessarily the imitation of the ideas, rather the way the poetry is written. 
· On the next page, Sidney gives us examples of poets that they should imitate or read in order to learn the way they wrote poetry and the style and the language they used. He gives the example of Chaucer. 
· Now he is going to give us the defects of poetry under three outlines. The first defect or the first problem with drama of the time is not following the rule of place and time. He explains wheat he means by that and he gives us the example of the only play he says is worth writing anything about: Gorboduc. He says this play is the only play worthy of any sort of criticism; the rest are all faulty. He says that even Gorboduc which he finds to be the best play of the time, it has faults in the unity of place and unity of time:
But if it be so in Gorboduc, how much more in all the rest? Where you shall have Asia of the one side, and Afric of the other, and so many other under kingdoms, that the player, when he comes in, must ever begin with telling where he is, {84} or else the tale will not be conceived. Now shall you have three ladies walk to gather flowers, and then we must believe the stage to be a garden. By and by, we hear news of shipwreck in the same place, then we are to blame if we accept it not for a rock. Upon the back of that comes out a hideous monster with fire and smoke, and then the miserable beholders are bound to take it for a cave; while, in the meantime, two armies fly in, represented with four swords and bucklers, and then, what hard heart will not receive it for a pitched field?

· He says that during one scene we have Africa, the next we’re in Asia, and suddenly we have a woman on stage who seems to be in a garden, then we have a ship at sea, then we have a dragon…etc. So, there is no unity of place. They don’t respect the law or the unity of place and he finds that to be a big mistake. 
· The second mistake with plays of the time he says is the unity of time. He says that they break the unity of time more than they break the unity of place. During two hours we have two lovers who fall in love, get married, have a child, the child grows up and continues his life. He says that within two hours we have two generations and that is not reasonable or rational. He says that when he speaks to these dramatists trying to criticize them, the dramatists and the poets answer by saying that there’s nothing they can do because there is so much to present. This reminds us of the law of probability and necessity by Aristotle. The law says that if anything can be taken out without affecting the rest, it should be omitted or removed. If the play is too long, it becomes boring; it loses its structure and becomes more like an epic. These are all Aristotle’s ideas. So, Sidney answers the playwrights with the same answer Aristotle gave us; the playwright or the dramatist has to choose and is not supposed to narrate everything. There are actions that should be presented on the stage, and there are actions that should be narrated. So, according to Aristotle, during the play, the job of narration was the job of the chorus. During Sidney’s time, it didn’t necessarily have to be chorus; the English drama was different from the Greek drama. We can have a character narrating the events for example through the soliloquies. There are things that should not be shown on stage; bloody things like wars and acts of murder. Sidney mentions the same ideas and is building upon Aristotle’s ideas. So, the true poet or dramatist needs to choose only those things that are necessary; everything else should be left out or narrated.
· On the next page we have the fifth point: 

· He talks about comedies and tragedies saying that during that time they had dramatists who were combining tragic with comic elements, so the play is neither a tragedy nor a comedy; it becomes a tragic-comedy. Sidney believes a play should either be a tragedy or a comedy. He says mingling kings and clowns (tragedy and comedy). (kings) is symbolic of tragedies and (clowns) is associated with comedies. He says that is wrong because you can have certain acts where you provide a kind of relief for the audience in a tragedy, but you should not combine the two together in one play.
· In the sixth part, he talks about the difference between laughter and delight. Many critics believe that this is Sidney’s authentic contribution, because most of the ideas he was talking about were ideas that he has borrowed from Aristotle when he agrees with Aristotle. But when it comes to the difference between delight and laughter, they say that here is where Sidney introduces something original. He says that the tragedians, the comedians, or the playwrights of the time believed that in order for something to be comical or to provide delight they had to make fun of other’s mistakes. They believed that for something to be a source of delight it had to make you laugh. Sidney disagrees with this; he tries to show us that there’s a difference between delight and laughter. Delight means that one is satisfied, but to laugh is to be tickled. The main aim of writing down plays is to teach and delight, not to make the audience laugh. He gives an example of seeing a beautiful woman whose beauty makes you delighted but does not cause you to laugh. He says that you can laugh when you are delighted, but you do not need to laugh in order to be delighted. Sidney says that when we see someone falling down some of us might laugh, but it is not going to make us feel good for the rest of the day; this laugh is short-lived and temporary, as soon as the act is over the feeling is also over. The feeling of delight lasts and is permanent, whereas the feeling of laughter is short-lived. The say that comedy is different from a tragedy because a comedy should make people laugh. Sidney disagrees with this because he believes that a comedy should also do the essential function of to teach and to delight. We don’t teach people anything by making them laugh ridiculously; that’s a farce. There has to be a moral purpose so the things that you’re delighted by are usually sources of happiness. He gives the example of a beautiful woman, the images of children, or the images of love; these make us feel good and delight us, whereas laughter usually comes from things that are not right, sometimes even things that are immoral or sinful.
· He says here is a dangerous thing; when we create scenes where there are images of immorality or sinfulness and make people laugh because of this, we are not teaching them virtue or moving them toward goodness. He gives us an example: he says in some plays they bring a beggar (poor man) and he can’t speak English well. The audience then laughs at this character. Sidney wonders what good is learned out of this; he says the audience should feel sympathy and pity for that poor man. So, when we laugh we are not becoming better people. When you go to a play, the purpose of going to see a play is to be moved towards goodness and to learn something; the play teaches us while it’s delighting us. If we’re simply laughing at incorrect things then we’re not learning anything, and we’re not moving towards virtue. So, when we’re delighted we’re not scorning people; but when we laugh there is sometimes an element of scorn or making fun of someone. 
· This does not mean that Sidney is against all laughter. Laughter can come with delight but it is not completely necessary, and when laughter comes it should not be at sinful things. A playwright can choose to make the audience laugh, or he can simply choose to leave the element of laughter out. However, if he chooses to make them laugh, he has to make sure that what they laugh at is not something sinful or immoral; because the purpose of all plays, whether comedy or tragedy, is to teach and delight. 
· On page 44, he talks about the seventh point, the sonnets and the songs:
But, truly, many of such writings as come under the banner of unresistible love, if I were a mistress, would never persuade me they were in love; so coldly they apply fiery speeches, as men that had rather read lover's writings,

· He is talking about the love sonnets and he finds them to be cold, artificial and ornate; the feelings and emotions are not true. He says that if he were the mistress for whom these poems were written for he would not be moved by them. He says they never felt that love; perhaps they read love poetry and copy it. So, they did that and wrote poetry from the love poetry of other poets. So, what happens is that the language and the poetry itself are fake, artificial, and cold and does not move anyone. 
· In the next point, he speaks about the diction or the language. This point is closely related to the point before it and the point after it. In the diction he says that the language that they use is also artificial because they choose complex and hard words to make them seem like they’re eloquent and skilled poets. He says that sees poets, because they’re not really confident when it comes to their skill, they try to cover their lack of ability by choosing very complex words so people might think that they know how to write poetry. 
· In the next page, Sidney compares those people who use complex language and style to having sugar and spice on every dish: “For now they cast sugar and spice upon every dish that is served at the table: like those Indians, not content to wear ear-rings at the fit and natural place of the ears, but they will thrust jewels through their nose and lips, because they will be sure to be fine.” Everything they have they put it out in one poem, even the images that they use are very hard to understand. In any simile or metaphor the poet is bringing two things and is trying to create an association; he says that the association should be clear. He says that you shouldn’t make the reader try to understand what the association is. So, in other words, he is saying that we should avoid being artificial or complex by writing in an ornate style. 
· On the next page, Sidney goes back to the point on whether being a poet is something connected to education or not. He says that when he compares between professors and simple men, he has found that often simple men are usually better poets than professors. He is trying to show here that poetry is a talent. Yes you have to educate yourself when you have a talent but it doesn’t mean that poetry should be restricted only to educated people. The people who were writing poetry at that time were the people of the court, so Sidney is trying to show that it is not enough to be educated or from an upper class family so you can be a poet; some of the best poetry comes from simple men: “therein (though he know it not) doth according to art, though not by art: where the other, using art to show art, and not hide art (as in these cases he should do), flieth from nature, and indeed abuseth art.” So, we have two people here, one who uses art to show art, and another who uses art to hide art. The one who uses art to hide art is the talented one, and the one who is abusing art is the one who is showing art. He says that there are poets who use complex words and images because they want to show people that they can write poetry with complex words. We have other poets who write in a simple way, creating hidden images, not something that is easy but something that you discover after you read it once and twice in order to see the beauty of it; those are the talented and skilled poets. Don’t try to create poetry that is full of complexity and complex images just to show or to prove that you can write poetry. The true talent is in writing poetry that seems simple, but once you read it you discover the skill of the poet. 
· In the last point, Sidney talks about the superiority of the English language when he compares it to other languages. So, he encourages poets to use the English language in their poetry and not borrow the style, words or verse from other languages. So, according to Sidney, when it comes to language, the English language is superior in terms of the vocabulary, the grammar, the verse and the rhyme. 
· The Almond Tree by John Stallworthy:
All the way to the hospital
The lights were green as peppermints.
Trees of black iron broke into leaf
ahead of me, as if 
I were the lucky prince 
in an enchanted wood
summoning summer with my whistle,
banishing winter with a nod.

· The poem is about an experience or a journey. 
· There are positive images in the poem like (green), (woods), (prince), (trees), (summer). The negative images are in (winter), (hospital), (black), (iron). 
· See the tension or the conflict between the positive and the negative images in the poem. This tension or contradiction represents life and death. 
· The poet is struggling; he is inside an ambulance and he wants to live, so he wants to take control of his life. As if he were a prince, he summons summer and banishes winter because he wants to be in control of his life. He wants to live on; he doesn’t want death (winter) to come and stop him. When there is a tension there is a conflict. The theme here could be talking control of one’s life, struggling to find hope, trying to deny fate, rejecting death, or about wiling to continue to live; all of these are correct. 
· IMP:

· After you read the poem more than once and you think about it, you start to summarize the poem giving the tension and whether there are opposing things, and what the theme is. Now you start looking for the opening lines or the first stanza, depending on how long the poem is; the opening and the closing lines are always the most important. 
· So, regarding the poem, you look at the opening lines trying to find out how the opposition is played out in the opening lines, how the theme starts, and then you go on to other stanzas. When you go to the other stanzas you look for the same tension and argument and how it is played out, then you look for the conclusion. Finally, you give a summary of your ideas. So, when you do the reading of a poem you have to go beyond the description. 
· For example, in the poem that you had last time, you had acceptance and denial in the same poem. That is the conflict: to accept fate or to deny it. 
· You take a specific example in the poem but you have to find this example is being used by the poet to say what. 

· When you write your essay, don’t go for the details in the beginning; just write the general meaning. Begin with the summary and the tension. 
· Sometimes you can find the theme from the title, for e.g. “The Eagle” is about an eagle or “The Son” which is about a father and a son. So, when you have a poem entitled Rain, we know from the title that it’s a poem about rain with the positive or the negative aspects of rain. 
· The Welsh Hill Country by R S Thomas
Too far for you to see
The fluke and the foot-rot and the fat maggot
Gnawing the skin from the small bones,
The sheep are grazing at Bwlch-y-Fedwen,
Arranged romantically in the usual manner
On a bleak background of bald stone.

Too far for you to see
The moss and the mould on the cold chimneys,
The nettles growing through the cracked doors,
The houses stand empty at Nant-yr-Eira,
There are holes in the roofs that are thatched with sunlight,
And the fields are reverting to the bare moor.

Too far, too far to see
The set of his eyes and the slow pthisis
Wasting his frame under the ripped coat,
There's a man still farming at Ty'n-y-Fawnog,
Contributing grimly to the accepted pattern,
The embryo music dead in his throat.

· In the first stanza, the positive images are presented through the words (romantic, sheep, grazing). This represents the pastoral life like the pictures on postcards or calendars. This shows nature and the simple life. But, what we see is the sheep and what seems to be nature. The negative images are in (bald stone, small bones, fat maggot, foot-rot) these things are in the sheep. So, we see in the negative images death, decay, wasting, or rotting. So, we have images of life and we also have images of death or decay. 
· We have a group of people as if they were looking at a village far a way, and we have a speaker who is telling them that there are things that they cannot see; such as the worms that are slowly eating the sheep, or the small bones that are slowly going to be eaten. 
· In the second stanza also we have the image of decay in (moss and mould, cold chimney, cracked doors). The chimney is cold because it is not being used, and the doors are cracked because the house is empty, and there are holes in the roof. Nature here is not a loving nature; rather, a cruel nature. We have the picture of something coming to an end or decay. 
· So, we have the sheep, the landscape, and in the third stanza we have the farmer. Usually farmers are associated with people who are very active, full of life, always moving and very physical. The farmer here is dressed in a ripped coat and he is not singing to pass the time; the music in his throat is dead. The embryo represents a new life, but the new life is not coming now, it’s dead. So, life is coming to some sort of end. This is not seen by the eye. The theme could also be appearance and the dark reality of life, or that there is an element of pain in everything that appears to be beautiful or romantic, or that not everything seems to be real. There is too much despair in the poem; it is mostly about the negative and the positive is very limited and few; even at the end, the music is dead. So the poem is more about the darker side than it’s about hope. 
· When we see a poem entitled “Christmas letter for my sister…” we know from the title that the poet is lonely and wanting to be with the family. But sometimes the title doesn’t tell us exactly what the poem is going to be about.
· In a poem where the poet says he remembered the village’s name because the train stopped there. So the poem is going to be about this village. We have the village and we have the city; the express train symbolizes modern life. Modern life is so fast, hectic, and stressful. So, from the title we get that the poem is going to be about city life, modern life, tension, stress, there’s not enough time. 
· In the poem “To His Coy Mistress” by Andrew Marvell:
HAD we but world enough, and time,  

This coyness, Lady, were no crime  

We would sit down and think which way  

To walk and pass our long love's day…

· The negative images here are (crime, time), and the pretty images or what the poet would like is (to walk, to sit, love). The tension here is that there is no time to love or to waste time on loving; they want to love but there’s time which brings a stop to everything. What he is trying to say is that we don’t have enough time, time is against us and so we have to make use of it; we have the lovers on one side and we have time on the other. 
· Sometimes the poem’s language is difficult like in:
The Canonization by John Donne 

For God's sake hold your tongue, and let me love,

Or chide my palsy, or my gout,

My five grey hairs, or ruin'd fortune flout,

With wealth your state, your mind with arts improve,

Take you a course, get you a place,

Observe his Honour, or his Grace,

Or the King's real, or his stamped face

Contemplate, what you will, approve,

So you will let me love.
· The positive images here are (wealth, love), and the negative images are (grey, gout, palsy). On the one side we have aging, sickness and death, and on the other we have love. He wants to love but he is afraid that he’s growing old and sick. 
· In the poem “Tintern Abbey” by Wordsworth
· The positive images are (summer, water, springs, murmur); they are all images of nature. The cold images are (winter, length of time). The tension here is between time and life, wanting to go back to the source of happiness, to nature, or to being separated from nature. 
· In Christina Rossetti’s poem “The Convent Threshold”, we know from the word (convent) that it is about something religious:
 “There's blood between us, love, my love,
There's father's blood, there's brother's blood,
And blood's a bar I cannot pass.
I choose the stairs that mount above,
Stair after golden sky-ward stair,
To city and to sea of glass.

· The negative images here are (blood) which represents death; there is death on someone’s hands and someone is responsible for the death. The positive images are in (love, the golden stairs). We have death and blood on one side and on the other side we have love or life. She is trying to choose between loving and denying her love. Her choice is going to be the stairs that takes her up (to heaven). 
· The Prisoner By Emily Bronte:
STILL let my tyrants know, I am not doom'd to wear 
Year after year in gloom and desolate despair; 
A messenger of Hope comes every night to me, 
And offers for short life, eternal liberty. 

He comes with Western winds, with evening's wandering airs, 
With that clear dusk of heaven that brings the thickest stars: 
Winds take a pensive tone, and stars a tender fire, 
And visions rise, and change, that kill me with desire.
· The opposition or the tension is between being in prison (imprisonment) and freedom, or hope and despair, fighting and surrendering, acceptance and denial; all of them are correct. It is about someone who is fighting for freedom or who is not going to give in to despair. 
     End …
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