Criticism 7th lecture

Today we will start with Philip Sidney. He was very famous. He was not only a poet; he was thinker, a soldier, a knight, a governor, and many things. He was a genius. Although he died young but he was a genius. Now the essay, that we will study, is the Apology for Poetry and he wrote it as an answer to a book that was written at that time against poetry, it was called The Abuse of Poetry. And Sidney as all the critics we have studies and we will study until the 20th century, all those critics were not originally critics; they did not write their works as criticism but they were writing about literature. Now only in the 20th century and the 21st century that we have a criticism as a genre, as a kind of activity that is different from poetry and drama and how we have critics writing critical works on other works of other people. But Sidney was not criticizing other people; he was writing what he thought poetry should be. This is what happened with Aristotle. Aristotle was writing what he thought tragedy would be. Plato wrote about what poetry should be or what it is and this is why he banished it. So, until the 19th century all those critics whom you studied and whom you are studying are people who wrote about literature; about what they were doing, but they were not writing criticism of other works. They did not have schools, then they did not follow rules. They followed rules of writing literature, not followed rules of writing about literature. This happened in the 20th century. Nowadays, we are in the age of criticism. The Elizabethan was the age of drama and the romantic poetry was the age of poetry. So, the 20th is the age of criticism; critical works are more than works of art. When Sidney wrote his essay, he was simply defending poetry and what he wrote a book called The School of Abuse, saying that poetry is bad; poetry abuses man’s wits. And he used Plato’s argument in rejecting poetry as a proof that poetry is not good. So, he said that poetry is a waste of time, poetry is full of lies, and it abuses men’s courage and wit. He basically used Plato’s argument. Now Sidney at this time was a knight. He was interested in chivalry. So, he talked about himself to defend poetry. He was killed defending his country, so what about poetry which was his vocation, his passion and his love. So, when somebody accused poetry of being bad and abusing people, he defended poetry and he called it a defense or an apology. It is known in a history either as ‘A Defense of Poesy’ or ‘An Apology for Poetry’. So, he was apologizing on the half of poetry. Now he started his essay by giving us different ideas. As I said he was not writing it as a critical work, but he was simply explaining. But all those who wrote about literature explaining what they did had to explain what they thought of poetry, what a poet should be, what poetry should be, what is the language that should be used in poetry, what is the subject that should be used in poetry and so on. So, this is why we study them as literary criticism, because they tell us something about literature, they tell us their own opinions and about what literature should be. So, Sidney started by saying that he found that he became a poet, Why? Because he discovered that he has a talent. So, the first thing that makes a poet is to have a talent. If a person does not have this talent, then he will not be a good poet. He said everything in life needs a talent. He speaks about horsemanship for example. He said even horsemanship needs talents, not all people can ride horses and not all who ride horses are excellent horsemen. Everything in life needs talent. And of course this is true. If you want to do anything, you can do many things, but you cannot perfect them unless you have a talent. Let us take an example from our everyday life: we must all cook for our families, but do we all cook the same way or with the same perfection? No. Why? Because some have the talent and some simple have to feed their talents. So, this is basically Sidney’s opinion that anything in life has to start with a talent. And of course if anything in life (the basic activities) must have talents, what about poetry which is an art? It also needs a talent. And he says that this talent: is it something that you learn or something that you are born with? It is something that you are born with. So, he says that this talent is something that a person is born with and he himself found that he had this talent; he was born with it. And Sidney as your colleagues said a great poet, so whatever he writes, he uses poetic language. So, in this essay he makes many references and he uses many metaphors and he uses poetic language in explaining what he wants to say about literature. At the beginning; in the first paragraph, he speaks about horsemanship and soldiers and how this is a talent and then in the second paragraph he speaks about himself which starts with: p3
“ Wherein if Pugliano’s strong affection and weak argument will not satisfy you,”
Pugliano was a horseman. He says,
“I will give you a nearer example of myself, who, I know not by what mischance, in these my not old years and idlest times, having slipped into the title of a poet,”
He was not old, but he discovered that he has slipped into the title of the poet. To slip= to fall unintentionally. So, he found himself a poet. Now being a poet then he has to defend his vocation. This is his vocation. This is what he does for living. So, he says,
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“And yet I must say that, as I have just cause to make a pitiful defence of poor poetry, which from almost the highest estimation of learning is fallen to be the laughing-stock of children,” 
So, what is he going to do in this essay? He is going to defend poetry against those accusations, why? Because he is a poet and he is a talented poet. So then, if we want to divide this essay, this is what we usually do before starting the essay and going into the details to find out how the writer has introduced us to his topic and then what are the different ideas that are tackled in this essay. So, as you see this is Sidney’s apology for poetry. We can divide it into three parts. Part I :  It speaks about poetry in general. What he believes is that poetry is the oldest kind of learning and it is the first teacher of knowledge and it was the first way of teaching children, not only in history, but up till now when you start teaching children, what is the first thing you teach them? Songs, poems, and rhymes. So, you start with words and then as soon as the child starts making sentences, you immediately start giving him rhymes and songs. So, this is the first way of teaching. Poetry also throughout history was the first means of teaching. So, he starts with showing the antiquity of poetry; how it is the most ancient kind of learning and then, he gives examples of that. Then, he also shows how it is a universal activity that it is found in all countries throughout the whole world in all languages. Every kind of people has their own songs and poems whether they are civilized or uncivilized. So, it is not only found with educated people, but even those primitive and barbarous people still have their owns songs and poems. Not only as poems and songs but also teaching of religion is done through poetry that all kinds of religion is given in verse. Then, he moves to history and philosophy. He says all the activities or all the branches that aim at teaching people like philosophy and history used poetry in that teaching in all languages and in all countries. This is well-known. What is the aim of history and philosophy? It is to teach people. And he gives examples from the Greek and the Romans and from the philosophy and he also makes used of Plato as an example. He says that Plato was teaching philosophy, but he was using poetry in doing this. Also, history is using poetry and he gives an example in….
It is not only in the epics of the old civilizations, but when they started writing books of history. So, the epic was poetry and it told us about the history of the age, but still when historians started writing books of history, he gave examples of Herodotus, and also he wrote his book in verse and he even entitled it The Nine Muses. So, it means that he was inspired by the muses to write and he gives examples of how the speeches that are found in the books of history are not the original speeches given by people themselves but they are invented and created out of the imagination of the historian who wrote those books. So, he said that poetry is used throughout the world and throughout history in all activities. And then he comes to another important idea and that is: what is the general theme that is used by all kinds of activities, arts, sciences and anything? On what are these based? What do they work on? When we have any kind of science like astrology, astronomy, mathematics, and physics, what do they work on? They work on nature. Nature here is not the external nature, not the trees and flowers, and not the sky and the rivers; nature is what God has created. This includes human nature and this includes everything. So, he says, all activities and science and arts depend on nature as their subject. Poetry makes use of nature, but also introduces a better nature. Poetry adds to nature, which brings us to Aristotle’s idea of things that should presented, not things as they are, but as they should be; the ideal. So, in poetry we have the ideal nature, we have things as perfect as they can be. And he gives examples and we will go in into details. So, this is the first part. And he ends this part by making a comparison between poetry, history, and philosophy to see which of them is the best teacher. They all teach, but which of them is the best teacher and of course to him it is poetry and he gives his reasons. So, this is part I, speaking about poetry, going back to history, and giving examples from different sciences arts to prove the importance of poetry. Then, in part II we have the objections raised against poetry. Now Stephen Gosson and the people at that time; his contemporaries and his friends and followers of Gosson, who attacked poetry, attacked poetry saying that it is the mother of life, it is the school of abuse, it is a waste of time and different accusations. So, Sidney called them objections and he took them one by one and then answered them back. And the last objection was that of Plato. That even Plato; the great philosopher rejected poetry and banished it from his republic. So, the answered this back saying that Plato was not against poetry because he himself used, but he was against ….
It is not only the power of poetry, this is what Plato said in ‘Book X’, but Sidney wanted to show that Plato still loved poetry and was not really rejecting poetry. He said, he was against bad poets, not bad poetry. Poetry is written by poets, so it is the poet who is responsible for writing good or bad poetry. So, if we have bad poetry, it is not poetry to be blamed but it is the writer; the poet who is to be blamed. This is why Plato found that there are some poets who wrote bad things about the Gods and wrote works that affected people and mislead people, this is why we have to reject poetry because the simple-minded people will not understand that this poet is bad or good; they will just believe him. So, this is Sidney’s argument. Then, we have the third part. And here he speaks about English poetry; poetry of his time, the English poetry that was present at that time and people were writing poetry at that time. Now he found that there are some faults because the objections here were done against poetry of that time. So, it included English poetry. So, in this part he speaks about English poetry; the fault that are found in English poetry. Some of them agree and some of them disagree and he answers those accusations. So, this is the essay and how it is divided. Now let us the details of the first part. Now the first two paragraphs are just introduction to what he is going to do in this essay where he tells us that he is going to defend poetry. He starts his defense by speaking about poetry in general and he start is by saying that poetry is the most ancient part of learning or the ancient light as he says light-giver to ignorance. Let us read it. P4
“At first, truly, to all them that, profession learning, inveigh to ungratefulness, to seek to deface that which, in the noblest nations and languages that are known, has been the first light-giver to ignorance, and first nurse, whose milk by little and little enabled them to feed afterwards of tougher knowledges.”
He is a poet. He is making use of the metaphor here and he says that poetry is the light-giver of ignorance and it is the first teacher to people which turns them from being ignorant to be learned or educated. When they gain knowledge, they are not ignorant anymore. How do they gain this knowledge? Through poetry. That is like a nurse. You know that when you are nursing a child, you cannot give the child food with a big amount at one. You have to feed the child little by little until he grows and he is able to take the food himself. So, this is what poetry does to people, it is like a nurse giving them learning and knowledge little by little like milk until they are able to accept or understand tougher knowledge. Then, he goes to say that why is poetry teaching people and why is it the light bearer to ignorance? Because poetry’s aim is not only to delight people as Plato said, but it is also to teach. 
“Plato the poet with that same hand of delight doth through the mind more effectually than any other art done.” 
Poetry can teach people because if they are delighted, they can learn more. After that he starts taking examples from history showing how poetry has taught people; how it was the first kind of teaching people and he takes examples from the Greeks, from Romans the Italians and then from the English, how they had poetry and how poetry was the first teacher. Then, he moves to another example saying that although history and philosophy are other kinds of teaching, but they make use of poetry. 
“This did so notably show itself, that the philosophers of Greece durst not being a long time appear to the world but under the masks of poets.”
The great philosophers of the Greece did not dare to show their faces as philosophers. They started all as poets; wearing the masks of poets and disguised as poets. They were educating and teaching the people by poetry. And he gives that example of those philosophers and of course the main example here is Plato. He says,
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“And truly even Plato whosoever well considereth, shall find that in the body of his work, though the inside and strength were philosophy, the skin, as it were, and beauty depended most of poetry.” 
He was teaching philosophy; the body itself but the outside cover of the body; the skin of the body was poetry. So that people would understand and like it and would be entertained. And also in the following paragraph he says,
“And even historiographers, (although their lips sound of things done, and verity be written in their foreheads,) have been glad to borrow both fashion and perchance weight of poets. So Herodotus entitled his history by the name of the nine Muses; and both he and all the rest that followed him either stole or usurped of poetry their passionate describing of passions, the many particularities of battles which no man could affirm, or, if that be denied me, ling orations put in the mouths of great kings and captains, which it is certain they never pronounced.
So that truly neither philosopher nor historiography could, at the first, have entered into the gates of popular judgements, if they had not taken a great passport of poetry,”
This is how he proves that historically poetry was a teacher and was the first light bearer of knowledge and philosophers and historians make use of poetry in teaching philosophy and teaching history. The homework for next week will be reading and preparing and finding out the theme of a poem called Dream Deferred by Langston Hughes, I am sure that you have taken it in the first year.
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