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New critics who came into the arena were quite perplexed and uncertain 

to follow what and to go to what. So in second and third decade of this 

century there emerges or critical phase which gives birth to new trend to 

criticism which come to be regarded as new criticism or formalism. The 

term New criticism was in use as early as by J.E. Springarn in 1910, but 

the familiar application to it was done by Ransom. The movement arises 

in 20s and slowly gathers momentum and becomes famous in 40s and 

early 50s. Though formalist critics derive their clues from Aristotelian 

emphasis on literary form, style, structure, but immediate sources can be 

found in the work of Kant and Coleridge. Coleridge's idea, "the work of 

art like living plants, assimilating diverse elements into their own 

substance. They were shaped from within, not by external pressures or 

moulders", give birth to and supports the concepts of formalism.  

 Even the contribution of T.S. Eliot cannot be disregarded. Under 

the influence of Hume and Pound, he advocated the concept of art for 

art's sake than its being the expression of social, ethical, political ideas 

and stressed on the study of text and text in itself was taken important. 

Eliot's "The Scared Wood" and essay "Traditional and Individual Talent" 

are said to be the main source of formalism. In Blackmu's words, "the 
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facts in the work under consideration as they are relevant to literature as 

such" was the only consideration left to Formalist Critics.  

 The new criticism has been regarded by names, e.g., ontological 

criticism, contextual criticism, intrinsic criticism. All these words suggest 

work is complete in itself, as a complex whole, which is the basis of 

formalist critics. new critics mainly represent three things – it makes the 

movements of criticism into the academy and out of the context of 

general thought; it take criticism to more seriousness, it further leads to 

democratization by making appreciation and competence dependent not 

on the "possession" of taste but on effective training. For new Criticism, 

"it was the text itself that was postulated as an empirical experience 

independent of the person experiencing." 

 Though there are considerable differences among the critics of new 

criticism but on some issues their consideration is more or less  the same. 

They all regard poetry as a valid source of knowledge and its meaning is 

conveyed in its own terms. They disregard extrinsic material for their 

study. Their consideration is in all parts of poem, which are related to the 

fullness of its being. In the words of Robert Penn Warren, "Poetry does 

not inhere any particular element but depends upon the set of relationship, 

the structure, which we call the poem." So the critics examine inter-

relationship of different elements of form (Meter, image, diction etc.) and 

matters of content (tone, theme and so forth). Therefore, form, structure 

and meaning are inseparable. The words of Mark Schorer, ".. it is only 

when we speak of the achieved content, the form, the work of art as a 

work of art, that we speak of critics" enlightens the characteristics of 

Formalist criticism.  
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 Apart from taking work as an absolute, the new critics stress on 

organic form. Organic means all parts are related with internal 

connection, if one part is taken away the whole become irrelevant, so 

meaning is in its totality, and form and content are related. Therefore, 

every part has to be studied with deep concentration and its relation to 

other parts has to be sought to appreciate the work.  

 I.A. Richards in his essay "Pseudo-Statement" makes a 

considerable difference between scientific and poetic truth. Poetry is not 

to be examined in scientific terms. It is a matter of acceptability. 

Language of poetry is said to have connotations and to be emotive. So 

various interpretation are related to the whole meaning of poem.  

 The study of words and their arrangement is very important for 

formalist criticism. The meaning of the poem is determined in the context 

of internal factors. The change of words or placing of these in different 

parts brings the change in the total meaning. It is inter-relation between 

words, making patterns and verbal structures of work of art that formalist 

study. Language of connotation and their symbolic reference are 

important. We even find this in Ransom's essay "poetry : A Note on 

Ontology" that poetry has been divided as physical, platonic and 

metaphysical, and while studying these stress falls on the different 

connotation, paradoxes, images and subtle nuances of words which gives 

relevance to the study and takes to the application of close reading. The 

same idea has been presented in Brooks essay "Irony as a principle of 

structure." 

 Cleanth Brooks essay "Irony as a principle of structure" further 

throws light on the nature of formalist criticism. He writes, "he must 

establish the details, must abide by the details, and through his realization 
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of the details attain to what ever general meaning he can attain" 

ultimately stresses on the depth study of text in itself. The elements of 

poem are related to each other as a plant. To quote Cleanth Brook again, 

"The beauty of the poem is the flowering of whole plant, and needs that 

stalk, the leaf and hidden roots." The poem is compared with drama 

where total effect proceeds from all parts, there is nothing extra which 

can be taken out. As different parts of poems are related to each other 

organically and indirectly, the importance of context emerges. The irony, 

metaphor become important, and words and images become symbolic. So 

total meaning is modified by the context, therefore different parts require 

attentive examining or evaluation in the work. By giving the examples of 

Donne and Wordsworth, he writes, "In the work of both these men, the 

relation between part and part is organic, which means that each part 

modifies and modified by the whole." Mark Schorer in his essays 

"Technique as Discovery" writes, "Technique alone objectifies the 

material of art; hence technique alone evaluate those material." And 

technique in part of active concentration where total achievement is 

sought, shows deep textual reading on the part of reader. Thus autonomy 

of the work is sought.  

 Formalist believes in absolute autonomy in work which is 

impossible task with complete success for any reader. Relativity of 

different details should be sought, as no reader in actuality keeps away 

from his prejudices, likes and dislikes while reading a work. Any work 

has its roots in history or social background but New Critics keep all 

these consideration aback. They do not answer to the question of 

changing fashions in writings. Why new trend and movements come into 

being and impress reader, are not bothered by them. While stressing the 
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textual reading they reduce the whole aesthetic beauty where the work in 

itself is not only a unique creation, but do not regard social context and its 

importance. They are further criticised for their deep analysis where 

relevance becomes sometimes impossible. Even T.S. Eliot himself 

regards that consideration of other approaches cannot be put aside. 

Formalist critics consideration is only related with lyric poetry, they have 

not dealt with novel properly. They are at their best with shorter forms 

whether poetry or fiction. They have not regard for literary history and 

modern linguistic techniques for analysis. Their concentration is on 

explanation" or close reading than evaluation. It fails to describe good or 

bad literature. They have not any consideration for the reader who 

remains unaffected by literature while reading it. Thus, enjoyment and 

pleasure do not have much relevance for them. Psychological and 

biographical details are not taken for the study of literature.  

 Despite various limitations to this approach its importance for the 

art cannot be taken aside. Since it application critics came to regard a 

work of art meaningful in itself and try to answer how particular works 

come into being, its central design, its function of language by symbolism 

and images. Though this criticism came into being as, "a reaction against 

the Victorian and neo-humanist emphasis on the moral use of literature, 

the academic interest in historical and literary tradition and the biography 

of literature" in early 20s and 30s but in 50s disolve with literary culture, 

leaving its importance and value for the work for itself and can be seen 

used now as a major way to tackle the issue of criticism. That is why, its 

practitioners are Empson, Blackmur, Tate, Ranson, Cleanth Brook and 

Robert Penn Warren whose contribution to its has been fruitful.  
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