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Week 05 
Formalism 

Session Plan 

Abrams and the Historical-Biographical Approach 
 M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (1953) 

 Where would the historical-biographical approach to literature fit in? 

 Where would the moral theory fit in? 

 Where would the psychoanalytical theory fit in? 

 Could a text be a mirror and a lamp at the same time? 

The Experiment of I. A. Richards 
 In the 19720s, I.A. Richards, a Cambridge professor, changed the nature of his tests.  He 

experimented on his students by handing them poems and withholding the names of the 

poets and the year or period they were composed in (anonymous poems).  He asked them 

to write an analysis of these poems.  After he collected the answer sheets, went back home 

and checked the answers, he found out that the students generated a completely different 

evaluation of the poems than they would have if they had known the poets’ names.  The 

point is that knowing the work’s author or period would create preconceptions about the 

work.  The objective of his work was to encourage students to concentrate on “the words 

on the page”, rather than relying on preconceived or received beliefs about a text.  He 

found that the absence of the awareness of the context yielded some wonderful, creative 

and in-depth evaluations which provided insight into the poems. 

 Richards published his findings from this experiment in a book he titled Practical Criticism 

(1929).  His findings were: if you give your students a text and tell them who the author is 

and what period the text was written in, and then ask them to analyze the text, they will 

not try to understand the text.  They will try to force their preconceptions on the text.  If 

you withhold the author’s name and the period, they will try to understand the text itself. 

 Context (biographical, historical, social, religious, economic, political, psychological, 

philosophical).  Context can at times enslave or cloud our judgment: Prejudging a 

Shakespearean sonnet or a Wordsworthian poem 

 This practice of reading texts without focusing on their contexts soon came to be known 

“close reading” and led to the rise of “New Criticism” and later “Formalism”. 

 “The text, the whole text and nothing but the text” became the motto for this theory. 

 This approach required full acquaintance with literary terms.  M. A. Abram’s Glossary of 

Literary Terms. 
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 Formalism is still the most attractive of all the literary theories.  Even when critics decide to 

apply any other theory, when it comes to analyzing a text, they subconsciously find 

themselves drawn to Formalism.  This is because Formalism does not require any 

acquaintance with the context.  All you need to do is analyze the text.  So this approach is 

very tempting. 

 Would you classify Plato, Aristotle, Horace, Longinus and Freud as Formalists? 

 Do you think that the birth of linguistics contributed to the birth of Formalism? 

 Why do you think it is called Formalism?  Is it because it focuses on form (structure and 

style) over content?   

 According to Formalism, is the text a mirror or a lamp?  It is neither.  Formalism examines 

the mirror itself or the lamp itself. 

APPLICATION: HOW WOULD YOU ANALYZE A TEXT AS A FORMALIST? 

If you are analyzing a literary text according to Formalism, what would you look for in the text? 

 Form and Structure 

 Style (language, figures of speech, diction, sentence structure, rhetorical devices, 

levels of usage) 

 Literary devices and techniques 

 Imagery and their types 

 Plot (E.M. Forster’s distinction between plot and story in Aspects of the Novel) 

 Characterization (character types) 

 Irony, foreshadowing, etc. 

 Ambiguity (William Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity) 

 Point of view 

 Suspense 

 Symbolism 

 Tone 

 Themes and motifs 

So you focus on the “literariness” of the text. 

If this is what Formalists emphasize, what do they de-emphasize? 

Formalists also attempt to establish relationships among the different parts or aspects of a 

text.  How are the chapters in a novel, the acts in a play, the stanzas in a poem related?  How is 

style related to structure? 

Formalists faced some problems when they tried to analyze the theater of the absurd.  Can 

you guess why? 


