
The Evolution of Literary Criticism: An
Anthology from Classical Times to
Contemporary Theory

Human civilization has witnessed an incredible transformation in the field of
literature over the centuries. The evolution of literary criticism has played a pivotal
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role in shaping and understanding various forms of artistic expressions. From
ancient times to modern-day theories, this anthology delves into the diverse
realms of literary criticism, exploring how scholars and theorists across different
eras have interpreted and analyzed literary works.

Classical Criticism: A Foundation for Interpretation

Classical criticism forms the bedrock of literary theory. Ancient Greek and Roman
thinkers paved the way for understanding the fundamental principles of literature.
Through their works, such as Aristotle's "Poetics" and Plato's "Republic," they
established guidelines for tragedy, comedy, and other genres. Their theories on
mimesis, catharsis, and the role of art in society provided a foundation for future
literary discussions.
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Classical criticism emphasized the importance of structure, form, and language in
literary works. It focused on analyzing the unity of plot, character development,
and the appropriate use of metaphors and similes. This approach laid the
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groundwork for subsequent theories and influenced the interpretation of
numerous literary masterpieces.

The Renaissance Revival of Classical Ideas

During the Renaissance, there was a resurgence of interest in classical ideals.
This period witnessed a reawakening of ancient philosophies, including literary
criticism. Scholars such as Sir Philip Sidney and Giambattista Vico sought to
elevate literature to the status of a liberal art, emphasizing its educational and
moral value.

Moreover, the Renaissance saw the birth of literary movements like
neoclassicism, which attempted to emulate classical works of literature. Critics
like Nicolas Boileau and Johann Christoph Gottsched upheld the principles of
unity, decorum, and adherence to classical principles in their evaluations of
literary works. While this approach faced criticism in later years, it contributed to
the ongoing dialogue surrounding the place of tradition in artistic creations.

The Rise of Modern Criticism

As society progressed into the modern era, so did literary criticism. The 19th and
20th centuries witnessed a surge in new perspectives and approaches to
analyzing literature. Literary heavyweights like Friedrich Nietzsche, Sigmund
Freud, and W.E.B. Du Bois presented groundbreaking ideas that challenged
established norms.

Nietzsche's concept of the "death of God" questioned the traditional religious and
moral framework that often guided literary interpretation. Freud, on the other
hand, introduced psychological analysis to literature, exploring the complexities of
the human mind within literary narratives. Du Bois pioneered the study of African
American literature, shedding light on previously marginalized voices.



These developments, along with many others, brought about a more nuanced
and comprehensive understanding of literature. The advent of various schools of
thought, such as Marxism, structuralism, and postcolonial theory, further
expanded the horizons of literary criticism. Each approach introduced novel
perspectives and tools for analyzing works of literature.

Contemporary Theory: The Intersection of Different Perspectives

In the contemporary era, literary criticism has become an interdisciplinary field,
drawing from multiple disciplines to provide a holistic understanding of literary
works. Sociological, feminist, and postmodernist theories have pushed the
boundaries of traditional criticism, incorporating social, cultural, and political
contexts into the analysis.

Literary theorists like Roland Barthes, Judith Butler, and Homi K. Bhabha have
examined the power dynamics embedded within language, identity, and
representation. Their contributions have revolutionized the way literature is
understood, highlighting the influence of societal power structures and the fluidity
of meaning.

The anthology presented here showcases a selection of influential writings from
classical times to contemporary theorists. It presents an exciting journey through
the evolution of literary criticism, with each piece offering unique insights and
shedding light on the evolution of ideas and approaches over time.

The anthology of classical criticism to contemporary theory encapsulates the
ever-evolving landscape of literary criticism. From ancient Greek thinkers to 21st-
century theorists, this anthology provides readers with a comprehensive overview
of the rich history and diverse perspectives that have shaped our understanding
of literature. As the world of literature continues to evolve, so too will the theories



and criticisms that accompany it. This anthology serves as a testament to the
enduring relevance and significance of literary criticism in both academia and
society as a whole.
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This unique anthology presents the important historical essays on tragedy,
ranging from antiquity to the present, divided into historical periods and arranged
chronologically. Across its span, it traces the development of theories and
philosophies of tragedy, enabling readers to consider the ways in which different
varieties of environmentalist, feminist, leftist and postcolonial thought have
transformed the status of tragedy, and the idea of the tragic, for recent
generations of artists, critics and thinkers. Students of literature and theatre will
find this collection an invaluable and accessible guide to writing from Plato and
Aristotle through to Freud, Nietzsche, Schopenhauer and 21st century theorists.

Ideas of tragedy and the tragic have been central to the understanding of culture
for the past two millennia. Writers and thinkers from Plato through to Martha
Nussbaum have analyzed the genre of tragedy to probe the most fundamental of
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questions about ethics, pleasure and responsibility in the world. Does tragedy
demand that we enjoy witnessing the pain of others? Does it suggest that
suffering is inevitable? Is human sexuality tragic? Is tragedy even possible in a
world of rolling news on a digitally connected planet, where atrocity and trauma
from around the globe are matters of daily information? In order to illustrate the
different ways that writers have approached the answers to such questions, this
Reader collects together a comprehensive selection of canonical writings on
tragedy from antiquity to the present day arranged in six sections, each featuring
an providing concise and informed historical and theoretical frameworks for the
texts.
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