
FORMALISM



foundation

Formalism started in the 1930s



Other Names

Formalism also goes by other names:

• Textual Criticism (because it focuses on the text)
• New Criticism (because it was new at that time)
• Russian Formalism (the Moscow cousin of the 

formalism which started in Europe and America)



I. A. Richards

Practical criticism is, like the formal study of English literature itself, a relatively 
young discipline. It began in the 1920s with a series of experiments by the 
Cambridge critic I.A. Richards. He gave poems to students without any 
information about who wrote them or when they were written. In Practical 
Criticism of 1929 he reported on and analyzed the results of his experiments. 
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. For Richards this form of close analysis of anonymous poems was 
ultimately intended to have psychological benefits for the students: by 
responding to all the currents of emotion and meaning in the poems and 
passages of prose which they read the students were to achieve what Richards 
called an 'organised response'. This meant that they would clarify the various 
currents of thought in the poem and achieve a corresponding clarification of 
their own emotions.

I.A. Richards visiting the Alps,
ca. 1930.



William Empson

In the work of Richards' most influential student, William Empson, practical 
criticism provided the basis for an entire critical method. In Seven Types of 
Ambiguity (1930) Empson developed his undergraduate essays for Richards into 
a study of the complex and multiple meanings of poems. His work had a 
profound impact on a critical movement known as the 'New Criticism', the 
exponents of which tended to see poems as elaborate structures of complex 
meanings. New Critics would usually pay relatively little attention to the 
historical setting of the works which they analysed, treating literature as a 
sphere of activity of its own. In the work of F.R. Leavis the close analysis of texts 
became a moral activity, in which a critic would bring the whole of his 
sensibility to bear on a literary text and test its sincerity and moral seriousness.



Practical Criticism Today

Practical criticism today is more usually treated as an ancillary skill rather than the foundation of a critical method. It 
is a part of many examinations in literature at almost all levels, and is used to test students' responsiveness to what 
they read, as well as their knowledge of verse forms and of the technical language for describing the way poems 
create their effects.

Practical criticism in this form has no necessary connection with any particular theoretical approach, and has shed the 
psychological theories which originally underpinned it. The discipline does, however, have some ground rules which 
affect how people who are trained in it will respond to literature. It might be seen as encouraging readings which 
concentrate on the form and meaning of particular works, rather than on larger theoretical questions. The process of 
reading a poem in clinical isolation from historical processes also can mean that literature is treated as a sphere of 
activity which is separate from economic or social conditions, or from the life of its author.



Popularity

Formalism is the most influential literary theory in 
the twentieth century.  The reason for this popularity 
is that it only requires to analyze the text.  You don’t 
have to refer to anything outside the text.  For 
example, the moral theory of literature requires an 
acquaintance with ethics, the codes of morality and 
religious principles, whose details may vary from one 
place to another.



What’s New about Formalism?



M. H. Abrams

In his book The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic 
Theory and the Critical Tradition, first published 
in 1954, M. H. Abrams classifies critical theories 
into two types: the type that reflects like a 
mirror, and the type that expresses, like a lamp.



Literature as a Mirror

A mirror does not have a light source of its own.  It 
only reflects light from an external source.  In other 
words, a writer reflects in his work the ideas he has 
come to acquire from the outside world.  For example, 
according to the didactic theory propounded by Plato 
(and not objected to by Aristotle, Horace and 
Longinus), a text should teach a moral lesson, but 
where did the author get this moral lesson from?  The 
writer obtained this moral lesson from a source such 
as religion (the Bible, for instance) or ethics.



Literature as a Mirror

World Text Reader



Literature as a Lamp

A lamp does not reflect light.  It is in itself a source of 
light.  In other words, the author expresses his own 
ideas in his text.  He does not reflect other people’s 
ideas.  The source of the ideas in a text are internal, 
within the writer himself.



Literature as a Lamp

For example, the psychoanalytic approach 
based on Freudianism, a text expresses the 
subconscious mind of the author – his 
psyche, that is.  



Mirror and Lamp

There are of course times when the 
same text can function as a mirror and a 
lamp.  The text in this case contains 
ideas from the external world and ideas 
from the writer’s subconscious mind.  
The text serves a double source of 
information.



What’s New about Formalism?

Formalism was different in the sense that it did not consider the text as 
a mirror or a lamp.  It looked at the text as an entity in itself.  The 
Formalists did not search inside texts for ideas from the outside world 
or about the authors themselves.  For the first time, the text has come 
to acquire its own identity.  Readers and critics should look inside a 
text, not outside it.



How does Formalism look at a text?

Formalism at the form of the text.  That’s where its name comes from.  
Formalism believes that a text has its own laws and principles.

The name of the approach shows that the critic should emphasize 
form over content.

Every work has form and content.



The Rise of Linguistics

The emergence of the science of linguistics at the beginning of the 
twentieth century was an important factor that paved the way to the 
appearance of Formalism, since it emphasizes the importance of 
language as an object of study rather than just a means of 
communication.



De-emphasis

The Formalists de-emphasized:
• The historical context of the text
• The biographical context of the text
• The content of the text



Emphasis

The Formalists stated that the most important thing to study is:
The text, the whole text and nothing but the text



Reading as a Formalist

Before reading a text according to Plato, you should know about 
philosophy, ethics and religion, because that is where the moral 
message originates.
Before reading like a Formalist, you should know the components of a 
text: structure, characterization, tone, style, genre, diction, literary 
devices and techniques, plot, point of view, etc.  You particularly 
compare different parts of the text to show how they are related to one 
another.


