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FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION 

The second launching of a book, after a ten-year interval, is often a 
precarious undertaking. Even if one's general orientation has remained 
the same, one's manner is likely to have evolved and one's emphasis 
shifted. 

This in essence is the situation in which I now find myself. While 
I fundamentally agree with my original assessment of the Russian 
Formalist movement, I suspect that, were I writing this book today, 
some of my formulations would turn out to be different. I might be 
still more critical than I was a decade ago of the excesses of 'pure' 
Formalism, a trifle more sympathetic toward moderate quasi-Formalists 
such as Viktor Zirmunskij, a bit more eager to eschew narrowly formal 
analysis for the sake of an inquiry into the interrelationship between 
verbal texture and world-view. 

Yet, in all fairness to the subject of my book, this latter perspective, 
at once comprehensive and centrally literary, would not be so easily 
available to us if in their day Russian Formalists - and some of their 
Western counterparts - had not had the pluck to be provocatively lop-
sided, creatively extravagant. By the same token, we would be less 
ready to move beyond Formalism if in the meantime some of the 
Formalist insights and techniques had not been substantially absorbed 
into the serious discussion of Slavic literatures in the West. 

Several factors have been at work here. Suffice it to mention the 
cumulative impact of New Criticism upon the study and teaching of 
literature in the West and the influence of such distinguished repre-
sentatives of the Formalist-Structuralist tradition as Roman Jakobson 
and Dmitrij Cizevskij on two generations of Slavists. I would like to 
think that this book, too, has made some difference, by alerting Western 
students of literature to the legacy of a vital school of criticism, hitherto 
largely unknown abroad and assiduously ignored or misrepresented 
at home. 
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The relative novelty of my topic was partly responsible, I am sure, 
for the generous reception which Russian Formalism was accorded 
on both sides of the Atlantic. Many reviewers who welcomed my book 
as the first full-length introduction to the subject rightly deplored the 
virtual inaccessibility of the texts whose importance I was trying to 
highlight. Part of this gap is now being bridged through the good offices 
of Mouton and Co. Some of the most seminal studies by Ejxenbaum, 
Tomasevskij, Tynjanov, Zirmunskij, long out of print, are now being 
translated or reproduced. An authoritative edition of selected writings 
by Roman Jakobson is under way. What is still badly needed is a 
large-scale translation program that at long last would make the most 
significant Formalist contributions available to the English-speaking 
audience. 

In pondering the second edition of Russian Formalism I was stale-
mated for a while between the temptation to tamper with the text 
and a reluctance to do so, out of deference to the integrity of the 
original design or simply to the pressure of my recent commitments. 
By and large, the latter pull has prevailed. Outside of correcting a 
few regrettable errors, I have confined myself to bringing up-to-date 
that aspect of my story which deals with the post-1930 vicissitudes of 
the leading erstwhile Formalists and near-Formalists. I feel that the 
works of Ejxenbaum, Sklovskij, Tomasevskij, and Vinogradov which 
have appeared since the first printing of Russian Formalism ought to 
be taken into account here both because of their intrinsic interest and 
of the retrospective light they shed on the scholarly careers that 
form a vital part of my narrative. 

New Haven, Connecticut 
April, 1964 

V. E. 



PREFACE 

Russian literary criticism may rightly claim the notice of the literary 
world outside of Russia, and independently of the light it throws on 
Russian literature itself. More elaborately and self-consciously than 
anywhere in the West, Russian criticism has developed three major 
schools. One of these looks for the essence of literature in its phil-
osophical and religious ideas: writers like Berdjaev, mainly interested in 
an interpretation of Dostoevskij, see literature as a way of knowing the 
absolute. A second school is the social: literature is not only a mirror of 
society but an incitement to social thought and action. In its Marxist 
version, social criticism has become the offical Soviet creed and is thus 
felt today as peculiarly representative of Russian criticism. But a third 
school, that of Formalism, is so far much less known and much less 
accessible in the West. It arose around 1914 and was suppressed around 
1930. Russian Formalism keeps the work of art itself in the center of 
attention: it sharply emphasizes the difference between literature and 
life, it rejects the usual biographical, psychological, and sociological 
explanations of literature. It develops highly ingenious methods for 
analyzing works of literature and for tracing the history of literature 
in its own terms. But I can safely leave a description of the actual 
teachings of the movement and a history of its fortunes to Mr. Erlich. 
He knows these writings intimately, though many of them are today 
very difficult of access, I dare say, even in Russia. He has had the 
benefit of studying under Professor Roman Jakobson (then at Columbia, 
now at Harvard University), who had been one of the founders of 
the movement and knew its members personally. He understands the 
background of the movement and describes its sources, both native 
and foreign. He clearly expounds its doctrines, analyzes its methods, 
and shows its influence in Poland and Czechoslovakia, where For-
malism has been restated with important modifications. He points out 
remarkable parallels to the Russian movement in the West: in German 
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Stilforschung, or in American 'New Criticism'. Yet he does not ignore 
differences and disagreements. He not only describes, but also criticizes 
each of his authors, sensibly and sensitively. He sees the limitations 
of their approach, explains their historical function and merit and 
points up the value of the Formalist movement which, in its essential 
insights, is great even today, even for criticism and scholarship outside 
of Russia. Mr. Erlich's book is the only full account of Russian for-
malism in any Western language; and even in Russian nothing exists 
which would put the movement into a wider perspective and describe 
it sympathetically and critically, at the same time. It is a first-hand and 
first-rate study of a group of writers and of a coherent scheme of 
ideas which deserve to be known to every student of literature. 

July 4, 1954. RENE WELLEK 
Sterling Professor of Comparative Literature, 

Yale University, New Haven, Conn. 



FOREWORD 

The purpose of this study is to outline the historical development and to 
assess the critical doctrine of Russian Formalism. The term may 
require some elucidation. What is meant here by 'Formalism' is not 
the Russian variant of the supranational 'Formalist' trend which asserts 
itself periodically in artistic creation and in art criticism. The object of 
inquiry is a more specific and more easily identifiable historic entity. 
It is a school in Russian literary scholarship which originated in 1915-
1916, had its heyday in the early twenties and was suppressed about 
1930. 

It may seem strange that so short-lived a movement should become 
the subject of so extensive a study. Perhaps, it should be pointed out 
that the 'death' of Formalism was somewhat premature and at least in 
part externally induced: the Formalist critics relapsed into silence not 
because they ran out of ideas, but because whatever ideas they still 
had were found undesirable. (Incidentally, the liquidation of Formalism 
in the Soviet Union and the subsequent campaigns against a totally 
disarmed 'enemy' would provide a good topic for a case study in 
Soviet literary politics.) More important still, the achievement of a 
school of criticism cannot be measured by its life-span. The crucial 
question is not how long the given movement lasted, or was allowed 
to last, but how well it utilized the period of time allotted to it. 

Judged by this yardstick, the Russian Formalist School presents a 
very rewarding field of investigation. A serious student of Russian 
literature can ill afford to ignore the provocative, if often one-sided 
'practical criticism' which emanated from the Formalist movement. 
Its theoretical pronouncements, especially those bearing on problems 
of poetic language, add up to extremely helpful contributions to the 
present-day debate on the methods and aims of literary scholarship. 

A few remarks may be in order with regard to the organization 
and scope of this monograph. The division of the study into the histori-
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cal and the systematic parts can give rise to criticism. The drawbacks 
of such an arrangement of material are obvious: it entails some repe-
tition, as theory and history inevitably overlap. It was felt, however, 
that this was the only mode of operation which afforded the possibility 
of arriving at a fairly comprehensive picture of both the evolution and 
the heritage of Russian Formalism. 

Indeed, in order to 'streamline' the organization of the study, it would 
be necessary to sacrifice either the historical or the analytical aspects 
of the argument. It was possible to establish briefly the historical frame 
of reference and then concentrate on the systematic exposition of the 
Formalist tenets. Such a method, however, could not do justice to 
the crucial differences between the successive stages of the Formalist 
school or to its interaction with the Russian cultural scene of 1915-1930. 
Conversely, one could adopt an opposite course of action: present For-
malist theory in terms of its evolution. But such a dynamic account of 
Formalist doctrine, discussing successively the theoretical implications 
of each individual stage, would have· a still greater disadvantage. It 
would fail to sum up, in so many words, the total Formalist contri-
bution to various fields of literary theory, e.g., prosody, stylistics, 
theory of prose, theory of literary history. It is such a brief summary 
that Part II of this study is intended to provide. 

According to the original outline, the work was to deal with the 
Formalist School in Slavic literary scholarship. This would include 
Formalist or quasi-Formalist developments in Czechoslovakia and Po-
land. In the course of investigation it was found desirable to narrow 
down the initial scope and to focus chiefly on the Russian phase of the 
subject. 

But, if a thorough examination of Western Slavic Formalism could 
not be attempted here, it proved equally impossible to bypass it alto-
gether. Insofar as the so-called Prague Structuralism and the Polish 
'integral approach to literature' were directly influenced by the Rus-
sian Formalist movement, both belong clearly in the section of our 
historical narrative devoted to the aftermath of Russian Formalism. 
Since both these trends, especially Structuralism, represent in many 
crucial areas the final results of Formalist theorizing, their tenets 
had to be mentioned in the analysis of the Formalist doctrine as well. 

Another facet of our problem which could only be touched upon 
in this work has to do with the parallels between Russian Formalism 
and the Anglo-American 'New Criticism'. This is a problem worthy of 
separate treatment. However, even where explicit comparisons are 
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lacking, it is hoped that the relevance of Formalist theses to the prob-
lems confronting American literary scholarship has been made suf-
ficiently clear. 

Since the systematic section of this study is primarily concerned 
with methodology, more emphasis was placed on theory of criticism 
than on critical practice, on categories and criteria than on individual 
literary judgements. Analysis of specific works of literature was invoked 
chiefly by way of illustrating general principles. Moreover, since I 
aimed at a comprehensive survey of the Formalist tenets - and these 
range over a very wide field - I found it necessary to keep the illus-
trative material to a minimum. 

Before concluding these remarks, I wish to thank all those who 
assisted me effectively at different stages of my research in Russian 
Formalism. I am grateful to Manfred Kridl, Hugh McLean, Ad. Sten-
der-Petersen, Ernest J. Simmons and Gleb Struve for their interest in 
my work and for expert advice. 

The debt which I owe Roman Jakobson is of a special nature. The 
standard formula 'without whom this work could not have been writ-
ten' is doubly applicable here. A leading figure in the Formalist-
Structuralist movement, he is indeed an important part of my subject. 
I was fortunate to be able to benefit from his first-hand knowledge of 
the Formalist school. I am especially indebted to him for my strictures 
about the connection between Formalist methodology and functional 
linguistics, and for whatever glimpses of a fertile and hectic era are 
found in these pages. 

There are other debts which are as difficult to assess as they are to 
verbalize. My wife helped me bear with relative equanimity the inev-
itable frustrations of the research phase and offered much perceptive 
criticism and valuable technical assistance during the process of writing. 
My mother had imparted to me some of her profound knowledge of, 
and abiding interest in, Russian language and literature, without 
which a study such as this could not have been undertaken. 

A large part of the research embodied in this book was made possible 
by grants form the American Council of Learned Societies (1947-48) 
and from the Rockefeller Foundation (Summer 1949). This assistance 
is herewith gratefully acknowledged. Thanks are also due to Mr. R. 
Gordon Wasson, the chairman, and to the members of the Com-
mittee for the Promotion of Advanced Slavic Cultural Studies, for 
facilitating the publication of the present volume. 
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Three sections of the study corresponding roughly to chapters II, 
X and XV respectively appeared previously in Comparative Literature, 
Partisan Review and Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. 

Seattle, Washington, December 1954. V. E. 
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I. THE FORERUNNERS 

1 

The Formalist School occupies a distinctive place in contemporary 
Russian literary scholarship. Throughout its brief yet tempestuous 
course Russian Formalism provoked vehement controversy; its emer-
gence was a defiant challenge to the critical tenets and procedures of 
its immediate predecessors, and its decline represented a hasty retreat 
before the onslaught of victorious successors. 

The bitterness of the conflict and the apparent lack of continuity 
between the Formalist School and rival critical trends may easily give 
rise to the notion that Formalism was merely a curious but inconclusive 
and fortuitous episode, a marginal fact of the history of literature in 
twentieth-century Russia. This view appears the more plausible since it 
is generally believed that Russian literary criticism always tended to 
sacrifice formal analysis to ideological considerations. A contemporary 
British student of Soviet literature writes: ". . . it is noticeable even 
from the early days of Russian literary criticism, that political and 
social considerations tend to predominate, and that a work of art is 
judged by its social and political message in the first place and for its 
formal qualities only later or not at all." 1 Likewise, a Russian critic 
considers the "disregard of external form for the sake of significant 
content" 2 as an essential component of the Russian literary tradition. 

Were this premise to be accepted, the Formalist School would have 
to be treated as a deviation from the main current of Russian critical 
thought and evaluated, depending on the historian's particular bias, 
either as a healthy reaction against the 'traditional' obsession with 
social significance, or as an irresponsible escape from social issues which 
a 'genuine' Russian critic would never fear to face. 

The truth of the matter is that the popular theory about the traditional 
1 George Reavey, Soviet Literature Today (London, 1946), p. 105. 
2 P. K. Gruber, Don-Zuanskij spisok PuSkina (Petrograd, 1923), p. 8. 
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anti-esthetic bias of Russian literary criticism is a gross oversimpli-
fication. The 'disregard of the outward form for the sake of significant 
content' is merely one of the trends in Russian criticism, however 
momentous and influential. Formalism was, it is true, the first critical 
movement in Russia which attacked in systematic fashion the problems 
of rhythm and meter, of style and composition. But the interest in literary 
craft was not in itself a novel phenomenon in Russian critical thought, 
nor was it necessarily a product of foreign influences. While the affinity 
between Russian Formalism and similar developments in Western literary 
scholarship cannot be denied, the spokesmen of the new critical school 
could point to a rich indigenous tradition of form-consciousness going 
back as far as the Middle Ages. 

An attempt to bolster this thesis with sufficient historical evidence 
would lie outside the scope of this study. Suffice it here to cite several 
pertinent but often forgotten facts. In the eighteenth century critical 
controversy centered around problems of prosody and language rather 
than those of ideology. Likewise, the criticism of Puskin's time, in-
cluding many pronouncements of the master himself, was predom-
inantly esthetic. As recent research has shown,3 contemporary reactions 
to PuSkin's poetry reveal more attention to questions of genre and style 
than to that elusive 'wisdom' of Puskin with which some twentieth-
century Russian critics have been so concerned.4 

Even Belinskij, the father of Russian social criticism, was not unaware 
of formal considerations. Whatever the shortcomings of this gifted if 
somewhat erratic critic, he was not guilty of that crudely didactic 
approach to literature which is often ascribed to him. Indeed, it was 
not until the second half of the nineteenth century that Russian literary 
criticism, journalistic and academic alike, fell under the sway of social 
utilitarianism. 

Several factors were responsible for this development. One of these 
was the challenge to the 'genteel' aristocratic tradition presented by 
a new cultural formation: the plebeian intelligentsia (raznocincy). Its 
spokesmen, the 'men of the sixties', entered Russian literature in a 
rebellious and defiant mood. Their first impulse was to reject the 
cultural heritage of the leisured classes. No wonder that esthetic con-
siderations were discarded as a luxury, as a part of the obsolete and 
hateful patrician way of life. 

3 See especially Viktor Zirmunskij, Bajron i Puikin (Iz istorii romanticeskoj 
poemy) (Leningrad, 1924). 
* See below, chapter III, p. 53. 
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Neither Dobroljubov, to whom critical endeavor was primarily a 
vehicle for high-minded journalism, nor Pisarev, who in his famous 
article "PuSkin and Belinskij" 5 scoffed at the frivolous irrelevancies 
of Evgenij Onegin, could have much use for formal analysis of 
literary works. These pundits of civic criticism looked at the creative 
writer with the stern, distrustful eye of a prosecutor. The defendant 
had to prove his innocence, or more exactly, justify his right to exist by 
an explicit and 'progressive' social ideology. With literature seen chiefly 
as a medium of political propaganda, the problem of form could be 
of interest to the critic only insofar as it had a bearing on the effec-
tiveness and lucidity of the message presumably embodied in the work. 

'Pisarevism' (pisarevscina) was not, to be sure, the last word of the 
Russian radical intelligentsia. As the 'sound and fury' of the 1860's 
abated, the raznocincy developed some of the tolerance of maturity. 
On the other hand, the process of rapid democratization had drawn 
into its orbit many an aristocratic intellectual. Thus, the boundary 
between the two social groups became increasingly fluid. The excesses 
of esthetic nihilism - this, to paraphrase Lenin's famous expression, 
'infantile disease' of Russian criticism - gave way to a more sober and 
discriminating view of literature. 

And yet the emphasis on the message, the tendency to account for 
literature in terms of political ideas, was to remain a salient feature 
of Russian literary studies for years to come. This applies not only to 
the frankly ideological criticism of such Populist writers as Mixajlovskij 
or Ivanov-Razumnik, but to the more academic contributions of the 
literary historians as well. Not a few scholarly studies in the field, 
particularly those dealing with nineteenth-century literature, are 
marked by a purely external approach to the object of inquiry. More 
often than not they seem to confound, in Sklovskij's phrase, the history 
of Russian literature with the history of Russian liberalism. 

One of the most typical products of this methodological fallacy is 
Skabicevskij's popular History of Contemporary Russian Literature. β 

Another prominent literary historian of the late nineteenth century, the 
more cultivated and erudite Pypin,5 sees in literature primarily a 
manifestation of social thought. His definition of literary history comes 
perilously close to reducing the works of literature to the status of 

5 Russkoe Slovo (St. Petersburg, 1865), no. 4. 
' A. M. Skabiievskij, Istorija novejiej russkoj literatury (several editions during 
the 1890's). 
7 A. M. Pypin, Istorija russkoj literatury (St. Petersburg, 1913). 
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historical documents, of subsidiary material for the adjacent disciplines. 
"The history of contemporary literature . . . does not confine itself to 
works of pure art and draws within its sphere contiguous manifesta-
tions of collective thoughts and emotions, studying these works of 
literature as it does as a material for national or social psychology." 8 

These tenets were not merely an offshoot of the Pisarev tradition. 
Other forces were at work here - philosophical as well as political ones. 
While the European intellectual scene was dominated by positivism, 
regarding natural science as the only bona fide type of scientific 
inquiry, and causal determinism as the only legitimate frame of refer-
ence, the notions of purpose or function were bound to be discarded 
as relics of medieval mysticism. With the structural analysis of litera-
ture thus made impossible, the genetic method had its heyday. Taine's 
theory of art or the Kulturgeschichtliche Schule in German philology 
focused the attention of the scholar not on the literary work itself, but 
on "that which lies at the bottom of this work and manifests itself in 
it".9 

Another potent factor in the preoccupation of the Russian literary 
historian with 'social thought' was the plight of imaginative literature 
in nineteenth-century Russia. Since political censorship often made 
explicit criticism of the regime well-nigh impossible, the tasks of uphold-
ing individual rights and of exposing social evils fell largely to the 
creative writer. The literary artist had at his disposal numerous devices 
of indirection, prone to elude the watchfulness of the literal-minded 
censor. But poetic ambiguity is a double-edged weapon. The elliptic 
'Aesopian language' used by the writer not infrequently impaired the 
effectiveness of the 'subversive' message; a subtle hint which evaded 
the censor's red pencil was likely to go unnoticed by the reader as 
well. The poetic parable had to be deciphered, the half-concealed idea 
had to be stated more explicitly, whenever the political atmosphere 
made possible temporarily a modicum of plain speaking. This was 
clearly the responsibility of the literary critic, more specifically of the 
student of modern Russian literature. It was thus that the ideological 
exegesis of nineteenth-century Russian poetry and fiction became the 
paramount concern of A. Skabicevskij, A. Pypin, D. Ovsjaniko-Kulikov-
skij10 and many other leading literary scholars of the time, 
β Ibid., p. 33. 
9 Hermann Paul, Grundriss der germanischen Philologie (Strassburg, 1891), I, iii. 
10 D . Ovsjaniko-Kulikovskij, Istorija russkoj intelligencii (Moscow, 1908); Istorija 
russkoj literatury 19 veka, edited by D . Ovsjaniko-Kulikovskij (Moscow, 1809), 
5 vols. 
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With the study of contemporary Russian literature heavily slanted 
toward journalism or the history of ideas, formal analysis had to go 
somewhere else. It was in domains further removed from the 'burning' 
social issues that literary scholars of the last decades of the nineteenth 
century produced their most fruitful insights into the problems of 
literary craft. I have in mind the comparative study of literature and 
folklore as well as the philosophy of language, more specifically the 
stimulus which these disciplines received from the work of A. Potebnja 
and A. Veselovskij. 

2 

The attempt of Aleksandr Potebnja (1835-1891) to tackle the problem 
of poetic language deserves special mention here. The affinity between 
this pioneering venture of one of Russia's most distinguished phi-
lologists and the subsequent Formalist theorizing was considerably 
greater than the Formalist spokesmen have ever cared to acknowledge. 
This apparent lack of intellectual gratitude may be attributed to the 
cavalier treatment of recognized authorities which was so typical of 
Russian Formalism. Such an observation, however, does not tell the 
whole story. The disparaging account of 'Potebnjanism', found in the 
articles of Sklovskij,11 though not entirely inaccurate, seems to indicate 
that the Formalist theoretician derived his notion of Potebnja's doctrine 
from second-hand versions rather than from original texts. 

The group of Potebnja's disciples who after their teacher's death 
set out to popularize his theories in a collective volume entitled Prob-
lems of the Theory and Psychology of Art12 were often guilty of can-
onizing precisely the most vulnerable and least original facets of 
Potebnja's heritage. Entirely too much emphasis was laid in these 
exegeses on the antiquated psychological conceptions which the Rus-
sian scholar borrowed from the German philosopher Herbart and 
on Potebnja's equally derivative theory of imagery. 

The aspect of Potebnja's approach to poetry which seems most rele-
vant here was his determination to describe the nature of poetic 
creation in linguistic terms. Following the lead of the great German 
linguist and philosopher, Wilhelm von Humboldt, Potebnja argued 
that "poetry and prose are linguistic phenomena".13 Poetry was seen 
11 See "Potebnja" and "Iskusstvo kak priem", Poetika (Moscow, 1919). 
12 Voprosy teorii i psixologii tvorcestva, 8 vols. (Petrograd-Xar'kov, 1907-1923). 
13 Quoted by V. Xarciev in his paper "Elementarnye formy poezii", Voprosy 
teorii i psixologii tvorcestva, 1907,1, 199. 
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here 14 as one of the two basic modes of apprehending reality, of 
acquiring knowledge "through the agency of the word".15 

This raises a broader problem which indeed loomed very large in 
Potebnja's writings - that of the relation between thought and lan-
guage. In dealing with this question Potebnja veers away from the 
Hegelian tradition which otherwise exerted considerable influence on 
his thinking; he postulates a mutual inadequacy between the word 
and the idea. For one thing, he points out, language is not the only 
mode of objectifying ideas. "Thought can dispense with words. Is not 
that which is expressed in musical tones, in graphic forms, or in colors, 
also thought?"16 Moreover, inasmuch as thought and language do consti-
tute co-extensive notions, they are fundamentally at cross purposes. 
Thought tends, as it were, to subjugate the word, to reduce it to 
the status of a handmaiden, a mere tag, to cut down the range of its 
functions to that of pure denotation by establishing a point-to-point 
correspondence between term and meaning. Language, on the con-
trary, strives for the supreme autonomy of the verbal sign, for the 
actualization of the potentialities inherent in its complex semantic 
structure, in its connotative richness. 

It is here that poetic creativity enters the picture. For, according to 
Potebnja, it is in the work of poetry that the 'ideal' of language - the 
emancipation of the word from the tyranny of the idea - comes closest 
to realization. Poetry is a powerful defense mechanism used by the 
'word' in order to vindicate its autonomy in the face of 'hostile' pres-
sures. It is language par excellence, language at its most creative.17 

Conversely, each manifestation of speech activity, such as the coining 
of new words, may be conceived of as a poetic act. Each word, taken 
separately, may be regarded as a work of poetry.18 ". . . The word is 
art, more exactly, poetry." 19 

According to Potebnja, the process of inventing names for unfamiliar 
phenomena is effected by abstracting from the object to be named a 
property which it shares with a group of objects already designated. 
Thus, to quote one of Potebnja's disciples, "from the standpoint of 
14 It goes without saying that the terms 'poetry' is used here in the generic, 
Aristotelian sense. 
15 A . Potebnja, lz lekcij po teorii slovesnosti (Xar'kov, 1894), p. 99. 
16 lz lekcij po teorii slovesnosti, p. 127. 
17 This tendency to equate poetry with linguistic creativity bears considerable 
resemblance with such twentieth-century developments as B. Croce's esthetic doc-
trine and Vossler's 'neo-idealistic school'. 
18 I ζ lekcij po teorii slovesnosti, p. 113. 
19 A. Potebnja, Mysl' i jazyk (Xar'kov, 3rd ed., 1926), p. 149. 
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their derivation, all the words we use are tropes".20 Eventually, under 
the impact of linguistic and social change, the original meaning of the 
word is forgotten or relegated to the background; its figurative core is 
no longer perceived. The trope turns into a 'faded metaphor' as the 
word gradually 'shrinks' and from a vivid image becomes a mere 
'emblem'.21 

In the light of this theory poetry is not so much a distinct type of 
verbal behavior as a quality or power which language bears within 
itself and which is operative in varying degrees of intensity at several 
levels of speech-activity. Potebnja does not hesitate to identify this 
quality as the 'symbolism of language,' i.e. imagery: "Symbolism of 
language may be regarded as its poetic value."22 

As in most nineteenth-century esthetic doctrines, the preoccupation 
with imagery entailed here considerable emphasis on such charac-
teristics as 'vividness' and 'concreteness'. It was indicated above that 
to Potebnja 'poetry' and 'prose' - i.e., roughly, imaginative literature 
and science - were two forms of cognition. The difference between 
them, Potebnja argued in his Lectures on Literary Theory, lies not 
in the goals pursued, since both types of discourse aim at the ordering 
of experience, at 'generalizations', but in the methods employed. While 
science works with homogeneous material, poetry brings together, 
through the agency of the metaphor, phenomena belonging to different 
spheres of experience. While science deals in general concepts, poetry 
"gives a specific answer to a specific question".2® The former asserts; 
the latter exemplifies. 

It is hardly necessary to point out that the proposition "poetry is 
thinking in verbal images" 24 was neither novel nor uniquely Potebnja's. 
Already Aristotle had hailed the 'command of the metaphor' as the 
crucial test of the poet's power.25 In modern times, the belief in the 
"inevitability of imagery", to use J. L. Lowes' expression,26 became 
the cornerstone of the romantic theory of poetry. 

Morepver, it is doubtful whether such traditional antitheses as con-
crete vs. abstract, image vs. concept, synthetic vs. analytic could provide 
an adequate basis for differentiating between poetry and prose qua 

10 A. Gornfel'd, "Poezija", Voprosy teorii i psixologii tvorcestva, 1907, I, 200. 
" Cf. op. cit., p. 203. 
22 A. Potebnja, My si' i jazyk, p. 134. 
23 Iz lekcij po teorii slovesnosti, p. 75. 
24 Voprosy teorii i psixologii tvorcestva, 1907, I, 200. 
» Aristotle, "Poetics", Criticism, ed. by M. Scborer (New York, 1948), p. 213. 
24 Quoted in Cecil Day Lewis, The Poetic Image (New York, 1947), p. 135. 
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'linguistic phenomena'. Nor was the distinction attempted by Potebnja 
furthered by the notion of the poetic image implicit in his writings. 
Potebnja's keen awareness of the kinship between poetry and myth 27 

did not save him from the rationalistic fallacy of overemphasizing the 
cognitive, not to say the didactic, aspect of imagery. The view of the 
trope as an explanatory device, as a mental shortcut, substituting 
"small intellectual units for a heterogeneous mass of ideas" 28 was 
largely misguided. As the Formalist critics of Potebnja subsequently 
pointed out,29 the function of the image in poetry is of an entirely 
different nature; it lies not in bringing closer to us the unfamiliar, but, 
on the contrary, in 'making strange' the habitual by presenting it in a 
novel light.30 

And yet, there is much in Potebnja's heritage that anticipates some 
of the crucial Formalist insights. Whatever their shortcomings, 
Potebnja's pioneering studies had the distinct merit of focusing on the 
problem of poetry as a sui generis mode of discourse. Potebnja's insist-
ence on the need for a close alliance between the study of language 
and literary scholarship found its sequel in the linguistic or semiotic 
orientation of Slavic 'Formalist' poetics. By the same token, the view 
of poetic creation as a liberation of the Word, as a release of its mul-
tiple potentialities can be said to have foreshadowed one of Formalist's 
basic tenets: notably, the thesis that poetry is sign-oriented verbal 
behavior.31 

3 

While Potebnja was thus inquiring into the semantic dynamics of 
poetic speech, another outstanding Russian scholar set out to evolve, 
along quite different lines, a system of scientific poetics. This was 
Aleksandr Veselovskij (1838-1906), Russia's foremost authority on 
comparative literary history. 

The point of departure of Veselovskij's work in the methodology of 

27 See especially the chapter on 'Myth' in Iz zapisok po teorii slovesnosti (Xar'-
kov, 1905), pp. 397-407, and the discussion of symbolism in Slavic folk poetry 
(O nekotoryx simvolax ν slavjanskoj poezii, Xar'kov, 1860). 
28 Iz lekcij po teorii slovesnosti, p. 97. 
29 See below, chapters IV and X, p. 76 and 175 respectively. 
30 Some of Potebnja's strictures on the function of the image come dangerously 
close to Herbert Spencer's ill-fated notion of the economizing of mental energy as 
the supreme law of 'psychological hygiene', operative at all levels of spiritual en-
deavor (Philosophy of Style, New York, 1880). 
31 See below, chapter X, pp. 181-186. 
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literary research was his desire to establish literary history as a distinct 
intellectual discipline, with closely defined aims and methods. Hence 
his insistence on the necessity of defining the actual subject of literary 
scholarship, his recurrent attempts to answer the question: what is 
literature? Time and again Veselovskij reverts to this fundamental 
query. And, characteristically, with each new answer the frame of 
reference shifts substantially. 

The first definition of literature found in Veselovskij is the broadest 
and the least satisfactory. In the "Report from a Trip Abroad" 
(1863),32 no attempt was made to distinguish between cultural history 
and the history of literature. The latter is defined as "the history of 
education, culture, social thought as mirrored in poetry, in science and 
in life".33 The anti-esthetic bias of the sixties makes itself felt in the 
disparaging remarks about Sevyrev's34 'undue preocupation' with 
belles lettres, as well as in the petulant assertion that "the times of 
treatises on rhetoric and poetics have irretrievably passed".35 

Seven years later Veselovskij restated his conception of literary 
scholarship in a somewhat modified form. The definition is still per-
ilously broad: once again the history of literature is declared to be 
"the history of social thought insofar as it manifests itself in the phil-
osophical, religious and poetic currents and is embodied in words".36 

But this time an essential qualification is introduced: "If (and this 
seems to be the case) it is poetry that should receive the special 
attention of the literary historian, the comparative method is likely 
to open new vistas within this narrower field of inquiry." 37 

It was in one of Veselovskij's last methodological utterances that 
the need for sharply delimiting the province of literary scholarship is 
clearly recognized.38 In an apt phrase which foreshadows the Formalist 
attacks on traditional literary history,39 Veselovskij likens the latter to 
a "no man's land (res nullius) where there comes a'hunting the cul-
tural historian along with the esthetician, the philologist and the stu-

32 "Iz otcetov po zagranicnoj komandirovke", Istoriceskaja poetika, pp. 386-397. 
S3 Ibid., p. 397. 
34 A noted Russian critic, author of the scholarly Istorija russkoj slovesnosti 
(Moscow, 1859-1860). 
35 Istoriieskaja poetika, p. 388. 
38 Ibid., p. 52. 
37 Ibid., p. 54. 
38 A. N. Veselovskij, "Iz vvedenija ν istoriceskuju poetiku", Istoriceskaja poetika, 
pp. 53-72 . 
3 · Roman Jakobson, Novejsaja russkaja poezija (Prague, 1921), p. 11. 
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dent of social ideas".40 In order to remedy this chaotic situation it is 
necessary to differentiate between creative literature and 'writing' in 
the broader sense of this word (slovesnost'). "Literary history is the 
history of social thought as mirror d in imaginative poetic (obrazno-
poeticeskij) experience and in the forms embodying this experience. 
History of thought is a broader term; literature is only one of its 
manifestations."41 

V. Peretc, a prominent Russian historian and theoretician of litera-
ture, is essentially correct in describing the evolution of Veselovskij's 
conception of literary study as a gradual shift from cultural history to 
historical poetics.42 It is true that even in the last definition the study 
of literature is classified as a subdivision of the history of social 
thought, but the principal emphasis here is on the distinctive features 
of poetry, on the "evolution of poetic consciousness and its forms".43 

This far-reaching modification of the initial premises was testimony 
to the intellectual flexibility and integrity of a scholar who, refusing to 
accept uncritically the axioms of nineteenth-century Kulturgeschichte, 
tirelessly re-examined them in the light of the evidence accumulated in 
the course of research. It is probable, however, that his continuous 
grappling with basic methodological problems prevented Veselovskij 
from settling down at a sufficiently early stage to what would have 
proved under any circumstances a colossal task - that of working out 
a comprehensive scheme of universal literary evolution. The grandiose 
structure remained unfinished. But its impressive fragments-voluminous 
works in comparative literary history and folklore and, particularly, 
the pioneering studies in historical poetics44 - contain many pene-
trating insights into the 'forms of poetic consciousness'. 

B. Engelhardt points out correctly in his thoughtful monograph 45 

that Veselovskij's approach to the art of poetry was more 'static' 
and less psychological than that of Potebnja. To Veselovskij imaginative 
literature was not the 'continuous activity of the spirit', the dynamic 
process of image-making, of apprehending reality. It was fundamen-
tally a sum-total of literary products, which can be assessed and corre-

40 Istoriceskaja poitika, p. 53. 
41 Ibid. 
42 See V. N. Peretc, Iz lekcij po metodologii istorii russkoj literatury (Kiev, 
1914), pp. 205-206. 
43 Istoriceskaja poetika, p. 53. 
44 "Tri glavy iz istoriieskoj poetiki", 1899; "Iz istorii epiteta", 1895; "Poetika 
sjuzetov", 1897-1906. 
45 Boris Engelhardt, Aleksandr Nikolaevic Veselovskij (Petrograd, 1924). 
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lated without reference to their creators or, for that matter, their con-
sumers. Nor is the work of literature the ultimate unit of investigation 
in Veselovskij's 'inductive poetics'. The literary monument is dissected 
into recognizable objective components - ideological concepts, nar-
rative schemes, poetic devices, consecrated images. The latter in turn 
can easily be reduced, for the purposes of comparative analysis, to 
a limited repertory of general types - of traditional literary "formu-
lae, persistent motifs which are handed down from generation to 
generation" 48 and which reappear time and again in the literature and 
folklore of various ages and countries. It is not invention but tradition, 
not individual creativeness but supra-personal limiting factors which 
hold the center of the stage in Veselovskij's conception of world litera-
ture. "A gifted poet", he conceded, "may by chance hit upon this or 
that motif, produce imitators, create a school of writers which will 
follow in his footsteps", but seen in "a larger historical perspective, 
these minor details of fashions, schools and personal influences are 
hardly discernible in the broad alternation of the socio-poetic demand 
and supply." 47 

Consequently, the main concern of the literary historian is not 
with assessing the unique contributions of individual writers, but with 
spotting the migratory poetic 'formulae', accounting for their appear-
ance in various ethnic milieus, and, last but not least, tracing them 
through all vicissitudes back to the starting point, to the "epic past, or 
even farther back to the myth-making stage".48 

The preoccupation with genealogy which this formulation seems 
to imply was largely abandoned by the Formalist theoreticians. Other-
wise, however, they received many valuable stimuli from Veselovskij's 
studies in poetics. This is particularly true of his last work, the unfin-
ished Poetics of Plots (1897-1906).49 The key concepts of this study -
the notion of the 'motif' as the 'simplest narrative unit' and the 'plot' 
as complex 'cluster of motifs', though not accepted without reservations, 
were widely utilized in Formalist studies on the composition of prose 
fiction or the folktale.50 More important still, the treatment of the plot 
(sjuzet) as a compositional rather than a purely thematic category, 
implicit in Veselovskij's argument, rested on an essential distinction 

46 Istoriceskaja poetika, p. 51. 
47 Ibid., p. 69. 
« Ibid., p. 47. 
49 "Poetika sjuzetov", ibid., pp. 4 9 3 - 5 9 7 . 
50 Cf . Viktor Sklovskij, Ο teorii prozy (Moscow, 1925); V. I. Propp, Morfologija 
skazki (Leningrad, 1928) (see chapter XIII of this study, pp. 239 -243; 249-250) . 
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between the theme of the literary work and the plot, i.e., the artistic 
organization of the subject matter. 

The affinity between Veselovskij's poetics and Formalist literary 
theory is not confined to specific definitions or classifications; it has 
to do with general emphases as well. The concern of the author of 
Historical Poetics with the components of the literary work - with 
artistic devices and their clusters, literary genres, or, as he put it himself, 
with the peculiar "media which poetry has at its disposal",51 was a long 
step toward the morphological analysis which was to become the 
watchword of twentieth-century poetics. Veselovskij's insistence on 
studying the poetry rather than the poet, the objective structure of 
the literary work rather than the psychic processes underlying it, 
found its sequel in the avowedly anti-psychological orientation of 
early Formalism. Even Veselovskij's tendency to discount the role of 
the individual in literary history has its counterpart in some of the 
Formalist manifestoes.52 

Yet, for all his awareness of literary techniques, Veselovskij could 
never free himself from the prevalent mechanistic notion of poetic 
form as a mere superstructure or by-product of the 'content'. His over-
all scheme of literary evolution bears the distinct imprint of this fallacy. 

Having dispensed with creative genius as a major factor, Veselovskij 
had to seek the causes of literary change either in the inner dynamics 
of the poetic forms or in extra-literary determinants. (I purposely 
omitted the most rewarding but obviously a too modern hypothesis -
that of an interaction between literature and society.) Actually, however, 
it was only the latter course that was open to Veselovskij; the former 
clearly implied a concept completely alien to his methodology - that 
of the work of art as a structure sui generis with its own laws of 
integration. 

The prime mover of the 'evolution of the poetic consciousness' 
had to be located outside the province of literature, the more so since 
the purely literary components, the 'formulae', were found to be fun-
damentally constant. "In the poetic forms which we inherit there is a 
certain regularity generated by the socio-psychological process." 53 In 
the "alternating combinations of these forms with regularly changing 
social ideals", it is the 'ideals' that call the tune and undergo substantial 
changes from one period to another, according to ascertainable socio-

51 Istoriceskaja poetika, pp. 71-72. 
52 Cf. Osip Brik, "T. n. formal'nyj metod", Lef, No. 1 (1923). 
53 Istoriceskaja poetika, p. 317. 


