Critical Approaches to Literature
(Examples refer to Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress,” a poem you read and discussed last year. Before you read through these descriptions, reread the poem at the end of this handout.)

1. Traditional Approaches – The work of literature takes a back seat to background material. Biography, history, or some other branch of learning is emphasized more than the text.  This approach was once the dominant method of teaching literature; now it is regarded as being outdated.  The New Critics “revolutionized the study of literature” by moving the focus of literature to the text itself (17). Adept readers and teachers combine the two approaches. There are two types of traditional approaches, namely historical-biographical and moral-philosophical. 

a.  The historical-biographical approach “sees a literary work, chiefly, if not exclusively, as a reflection of its author’s life and times or the life and times of the characters in the work” (22).  

b. The moral-philosophical approach asserts “that the larger function of literature is to teach morality and to prove philosophical issues. [It] interpret[s] literature within a context of the philosophical thought of a period or group” (25). 

c. An additional traditional approach is the textual approach whereby one verifies the authenticity of the text. 
Traditional Approaches to “To His Coy Mistress”:

Historical-Biographical
Marvell’s allusion to Greek mythology, courtly love, and the Bible, his speaker’s logical argument, and the playful tone in which they are presented can all be explained by the fat that Marvell was the educated son of an Anglican priest who received a classical education that focused on classical modes of thought, literature, and logic. The opening section of the poem presents a speaker who woos his lady in accordance with the conventions of courtly love. The poet alludes to Biblical events (Noah’s flood, the conversion of the Jews, Joshua’s battle against the Amorites) and mythological (“Time’s winged chariot,” Kronos devouring his children, Zeus’ tryst with Alcmene) throughout the poem.  He also utilizes metaphysical conceits (“My vegetable love shall grow”) (30-32). 

Moral-Philosophical Approach
Morally and philosophically, the poem is a carpe diem poem that urges the coy lady to “seize the day” (32). The poem also reflects the political and religious mood of the seventeenth century: “The seventeenth century, it should be remembered, was not only a period of intense religious and political struggle, but a period of revolutionary scientific and philosophical thought. [. . . ] Given this kind of intellectual milieu, readers may easily see how the poem might be interpreted as the impassioned utterance of a man who has host anything resembling a religious or philosophical view of life” as illustrated by the speaker’s pessimism, focus on physical and sensual pleasure, and his assessment of the personified Time as a tormentor and foe (33). 

Textual Approach
Originally the work “glew” was used in place of the word “dew” in the following couplet:




Now therefore, while the youthful hue




Sits on thy skin like morning due. 

“Glew” is a dialectical variation of “glow,” but at one time it was believed to be another spelling of “glue” and was even suggested to mean “lew,” which is a dialectical variation of “warmth” (28). In the eighteenth century, someone conjectured that the word “dew” was appropriated, an alteration that met with much approval and which has been accepted in practically every edition of the text since then (28). 

2. The Formalist Approach – This approach utilizes a close reading of the text that examines structure, shape, interplay, interrelationships, denotation and connotations, contexts, images, symbols, repeated details, dramatic structure, balances and tensions, rhythms and rhymes, sounds, voice, specific words and lines, irony, paradox, point of view, theme, etc. to discover what “contributes to the uniqueness of the work” and creates its meaning (76). Meaning emerges from the text itself, not from any sort of background or outside information. This method of analysis “appeared only with the rise in the 1930s of what came to be called the New Criticism” (80). Ideas “shared and promoted [by the New Critics] included literature viewed as an organic tradition, the importance of strict attention to form, a conservatism related to classical values, the ideal of a society that encourages order and tradition, a preference for ritual, and the rigorous and analytical reading of literary texts” (80). In addition, “[t]he New Critics sought precision and structural tightness in the literary work; they favored a style and tone that tended toward irony; they insisted on the presence within the work of everything necessary for its analysis; and they called for an end to a concern by critics and teachers of English with matters outside the work itself – the life of the author, the history of the times, or the social and economic implications of the literary work” (81). New Critics urge readers and teachers to examine “what the work says and how it says it as inseparable issues” (81). 
Formalist Approach to “To His Coy Mistress”
The poem presents a series of images and words that create the motif of space and time in the poem, which refers to “philosophical consideration of time, of eternity, of man’s pleasure (hedonism) and of salvation in an afterlife (traditional Christianity). In this way  Marvell includes in one short poem the range between man’s lust and man’s philosophy” (93). The first line of the poem presents the space and time motif (:Had we but world enough and time”) and also sets up the subjunctive situation that “gives the whole poem its meaning,” for the speaker bases his argument upon a condition that does not actually exist, as indicated by the words “Had we” (92). The poem’s playful use of overstatement and its somber fear of destruction “are all based on the feeling of the speaker that he is bound by the dimensions of space and time” (92). 

3. The Psychological Approach – This approach is most closely associated with the theories of Sigmund Freud and his followers. Basically, Freud divides mental activity into two areas, the conscious and the unconscious. In fact, the belief “[t]hat most of the individual’s mental processes are unconscious is[. . . ] Freud’s first major premise” (128). His second major premise asserts “that all human behavior is motivated ultimately by what we would call sexuality” (128). “His third major premise is that because of the powerful social taboos attached to certain sexual impulses, many of our desires and memories are repressed (that is, actively excluded from conscious awareness)” (128). Freud also identifies three psychic zones, namely the id, the ego, and the superego. “pTphe id is entirely unconscious and [. . . ] only a small portion of the ego and the superego is conscious” (129). The id is also known as the “pleasure principle” (129).  It is lawless, asocial, and amoral. Its function is to gratify our instincts for pleasure without regard for social conventions, legal ethics, or morale restraint” (130). The ego is what is generally identified as the conscious mind and is known as the “reality principle” (130).  The ego “regulates the instinctual drives of the id so that they may be released in nondestructive behavioral patterns” (130).  The id protects the individual. The superego, on the other hand, protects society. The superego is the “morality principle” (131). It is one’s morality, one’s sense of right and wrong, and one’s drive to strive for perfection. “Acting either directly or through the ego, the superego serves to repress or inhibit the drives of the id, to block off and thrust back into the unconscious those impulses toward pleasure that society regards as unacceptable, such as overt aggression, sexual passions, and the Oedipal instinct” (131). 
Psychological Approach to “To His Coy Mistress” 

“To His Coy Mistress” is a very sensual poem. The opening of the poem enables the speaker to present his lustful desires in a subtle manner that he hopes will appeal to his lady’s romantic nature. However, the shift in tone that occurs in the second stanza makes the speaker’s objective far more overt and explicit. The sexual metaphor implied in the lady’s vaginal “marble vault” lead in turn to the “coarse” suggestiveness of the speaker’s lasting love (151). In the final stanza, the speaker’s use of overt sexual imagery continues as his lust becomes “instant fires” and mere “sport.” Nonetheless, the speaker insists that the destruction of his beloved’s purity will lead to a state of “desperate ecstasy” rather than destruction 9152). 
4. Mythological and Archetypal Approaches – ‘”The myth critics is concerned to seek our those mysterious elements that inform certain literary works and that elicit, with almost uncanny force, dramatic and universal human reactions” by identifying archetypes and archetypal patters that can be traced within texts across time and across cultures (159). However, it is important to note that “every people has its own distinctive mythology that may be reflected in legend, folklore, and ideology” (160). Nonetheless, myth is “universal,” and archetypes are “universal symbols” (160). 
Archetypal Approach to “To His Coy Mistress’

To interpret the poem merely as a clever or immoral love poem does not do justice to the deeper meaning of Marvell’s text. Because the time motif runs throughout the poem, immortality emerges as one of its additional motifs.  Immortality also represents “a fundamental motif in myth” (176). The first stanza presents the ironic belief that lovers cannot love one another for an eternity through the use of the subjunctive “Had we” of the first line. The second stanza uses the desert archetype to contrast with the garden archetype of the first stanza’s “vegetable love” by suggesting that naturalistic time leads to “decay, death, and physical extinction” and that nature’s laws cannot be circumvented (176). Nonetheless, the sue of the sun archetype in the third stanza suggests the possibility of an escape from “cyclical time”; “the sun of the ‘soul’ and ‘instant fires’ [in the final stanza present] images not of death but of life and creative energy, which are fused with the sphere (“Let us roll our strength and all/ Our sweetness up into one ball”), the archetype of primal wholeness and fulfillment” (176). Overall, Marvell utilizes “a cluster of images charged with mythic significance” in his poem (177). 
5. Feminist Approaches – In the most general terms, this approach “is concerned with the marginalization of all women: that is, with their being relegated to a secondary position” in a male-dominated society” (196). It contains political and social aspects, a fact that differentiates this approach from many other critical approaches. More specifically, “feminist critics generally agree that their goals are to expose patriarchal premises and resulting prejudices, to promote discovery and reevaluation of literature by women, and to examine social, cultural, and psychosexual contexts of literature nad literary criticism. Feminist critics therefore study sexual, social, and political issues once thought to be ‘outside’ the study of literature” (197). 
Feminist Approach to “To His Coy Mistress”

The coy mistress of Marvell’s poem is basically assaulted throughout the poem and runs the risk of “being ‘devoured’ by her amorous lover and by time itself” (216). She represents an object of prey in the sense that her lover reduces her to a set of body parts, which leads to “effectively dismembering her identity into discrete sexual objects” (215). The image of the woman as a “marble vault” furthers the assault motif by comparing her to a besieged fortress. Many of the poem’s images are violent in nature, for worms will penetrate the speaker’s beloved, her soul will “catch fire,” and the poet portrays the lovers as metaphorical “birds of prey” (216).  The poems’ metaphysical conceits “[depict] the secondary status of the female body” in that only the woman’s body will rot and decay (216). However, one can also regard the woman’s marginalization as an indication of her dormant power, for she is “goddesslike” and the speaker does appear to fear his coy mistress on some level (216). After all, the woman has the power to refuse her pursuer’s sexual advances, but this power represents a “negative” power that stems from the absence of assent (216). The fact that the woman remains silent and therefore lacks a voice throughout the poem also emerges as significant facet of the poem. On the other hand, one must keep in mind that “To His Coy Mistress” presents very sophisticated characters who live in a very sophisticated world. The ingenuity of the text itself lies in its “[parodying] of the courtly love tradition” and its satirization of both the lady’s refusals and the speaker’s “fear of the feminine” (217). 

6. Cultural Studies – This approach analyzes texts from the perspective of gender and race. Students could “[examine] the interrelationships between race, gender, popular culture, the media, and literature” while engaging in this sort of literary analysis (239). Cultural studies is a very diverse approach. It

is composed of elements of Marxism, new historicism, 

feminism, gender studies, anthropology, studies of race 

and ethnicity, film theory, sociology, urban studies, public 

policy studies, popular culture studies, and postcolonial 

studies: those fields that focus on social and cultural 

forces that either create community or cause division 

and alienation. (240)

It urges the reader to make personal connections with a text “that question inequalities within power structures” and to examine a text in terms of all the aspects of a given society (241). It seeks to connect texts to all of the aspects of a reader’s life and to make them realize that literature is not created in a vacuum (242). 

Cultural Studies Approach to “To His Coy Mistress”
The poem echoes “the conventional ‘carpe diem’ theme from Horace” and models a variety “of earlier or contemporaneous examples of [the] love poem” (276). However, his poem parodies these conventions “only in order to satirize them and to make light of the real proposal at hand” (276). The speaker assumes that his lady possesses the intelligence needed to grasp the “details and allusions” of poetic convention just as the poet predicts that the reader will make the same connections. After all, the poem relies on using the woman’s intellect as a means of persuasion in the hope that a confluence of her “thoughts” with the speaker’s can lead to a more physical union (277). The poem omits any reference to the cultural condition of seventeenth-century life or of the very real consequences of this union, for the poet does not reveal his privileged social status or the disease that could ensue from a sexual encounter or that prevailed in his society. All in all, the “real world is [. . .] thoroughly absent from the poem” (278). 
________________________________

“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;
Thou by the Indian Ganges' side
Shouldst rubies find; I by the tide
Of Humber would complain. I would
Love you ten years before the Flood;
And you should, if you please, refuse
Till the conversion of the Jews.
My vegetable love should grow
Vaster than empires, and more slow.
An hundred years should go to praise
Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze;
Two hundred to adore each breast,
But thirty thousand to the rest;
An age at least to every part,
And the last age should show your heart.
For, lady, you deserve this state,
Nor would I love at lower rate.

        But at my back I always hear
Time's winged chariot hurrying near;
And yonder all before us lie
Deserts of vast eternity.
Thy beauty shall no more be found,
Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound
My echoing song; then worms shall try
That long preserv'd virginity,
And your quaint honour turn to dust,
And into ashes all my lust.
The grave's a fine and private place,
But none I think do there embrace.

        Now therefore, while the youthful hue
Sits on thy skin like morning dew,
And while thy willing soul transpires
At every pore with instant fires,
Now let us sport us while we may;
And now, like am'rous birds of prey,
Rather at once our time devour,
Than languish in his slow-chapp'd power.
Let us roll all our strength, and all
Our sweetness, up into one ball;
And tear our pleasures with rough strife
Thorough the iron gates of life.
Thus, though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make him run.
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