
Week 03 
Classical Literary Theories 

Session Plan 
 

HORACE AND LONGINUS 
 Plato and Aristotle were Greeks 

 The Romans came after the Greeks, looked back to them, followed in their footsteps and tried to improve on 

them 

 Horace (65-8 BC) was a Roman poet who wrote Ars Poetica (19 BC) (“The Art of Poetry”), a 476-line poem in 

which he advises young poets on the art of writing poetry and drama 

o The concept of “decorum” 

 Analogies on the decorum principle: 

 Fifty types of glassware 

 The French passenger who jumped into the sea off a sinking ship and was swimming to 

safety when a shark attacked and he chose to become the victim of decorum 

 Decorum in Literature: 

 Suitability of Form to Content 

o Form refers to structure and style.  Style refers to the use of language, which 

includes diction, figures of speech and sentence structure. 

o The elegy for death 

o Tragedy and Comedy 

o Decorum at the sound-sense level of a poem 

o Shakespeare’s violation of the principle of decorum by inserting comic reliefs in 

his tragedies to break monotony and to cater for different tastes of the 

audience  

 According to Horace, the best example of the use of decorum is found in the works of 

Homer 

o The Horatian dulce-utile platitude: 

 Poetry should instruct (utile) and delight (dulce) 

 “Delight” does not mean comic or inducing laughter.  It means you enjoy the work.  You might 

enjoy a work that is comic or tragic 

 The word “utile” in Latin also means “help”, “advise” and “warn”.  How does that contribute to 

the function of poetry? 

 Horace states that the advantage of teaching through delight is twofold: 

 It conveys the writer’s message more quickly 

 It retains the message in the audience’s mind for a longer period of time 

 The Horatian teach-and-instruct principle has been carried out on non-literary disciplines as 

well, such as gamification in education 

 Longinus (213-273 AD) was a Roman rhetorician and philosophical critic 

o He wrote On the Sublime during the first century AD, a Roman-era Greek treatise on aesthetics and 

literary criticism 

o The concept of the sublime (hypsos, which originally meant “aloft” in Latin) 

o Good poetry, according to Longinus, should transport you to a higher level 

o Analogies on the sublime 

 Goose bumps: temporary pimples on the skin brought on by cold or fear or by sudden 

excitement, and caused by the contraction of connective tissues papillae at the base of hairs 



o The sublime is an elevated emotion and feeling of awe you experience when you read a great work of 

art 

o The sublime is grandeur in simplicity 

o Great works do not cause an experience of the sublime from cover to cover 

o What the sublime is not: 

 Pathos (the feeling of pity) 

 Bathos (sentimentality and melodrama) 

 Pompous (elevated language) 

 Bombast (impressive language) 

 Literati (highly educational and refined language) 

 Rhetoric (which attempts to persuade) 

o What the sublime is: 

 Longinus defines the sublime as “the echo of a great soul” 

 It is the experience of a climactic moment of awe, emotions and spirituality at the same time 

 The Five Sources of the Sublime: 

 The innate ability to conceive great thoughts (this is a gift, not a skill) 

 The innate ability to feel great passions (this is a gift, not a skill) 

 Diction (skill) 

 Syntax (skill) 

 Figures of Speech (skill) 

 If you have these sources of the sublime, you become a “genius” 

o As a good example of the sublime, Longinus refers to Sappho’s poem “Ode to Jealousy” and describes it 

as a “sublime ode” 

CONCLUSION 
 The four classical theorists we have covered agrees on the what and disagreed on the how: 

o They all agreed that the purpose of poetry is to teach, but they differed as to how this goa would be 

achieved 

 Plato took a direct approach and said that a poet should teach in an explicit manner 

 Aristotle stated that poetry can produce a moral being by cleansing and purifying that being of 

all negative emotions 

 Horace said that poetry can have a faster and more lasting effect on an individual if it is done 

through delight 

 Longinus said that poetry can have a stronger effect on an individual if it touches their soul 

through the sublime 

 While Plato displayed a negative attitude towards poets, Aristotle, Horace and Longinus hailed poets and 

dramatists 

 Longinus differed from his predecessors by shifting the focus from logic and rules in writing poetry to pure 

emotions.  We move from Plato’s distrust of emotions to Longinus’ praise of emotions 

 These four giants laid the foundation of literary theory and criticism.  They had their say about the basic aspects 

of a literary text: form, style, purpose, theme, characters, plot, setting, etc.  What later critics and theorists did 

was explore these aspects further and expand on these classical notions. 

 Sappho’s ode serves as an ironic finale to our sessions on classical literary theories, since it is the poem Longinus 

picks as an ideal example of his theory of the sublime, while it is a love poem that Plato would have condemned 

as a celebration of negative and misleading emotions 

APPLICATION 
 “The Lady of Shalott” by Alfred Lord Tennyson 


