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T. S ELIOT’S THE FRONTIERS OF CRITICISM 

The widely-acclaimed critical essay, “The Frontiers of Criticism” (1956), 

takes up where “The Function of Criticism” (1923) had left off some 33 

years earlier. First presented as the Gideon Seymour Lecture at the 

University of Minnesota in 1956, it was subsequently reprinted in “On 

Poetry and Poets”, a collection of Eliot's critical essays, in 1957. Eliot's 

paper is a concise statement of his reactions to the new directions that 

literary criticism had taken in the years since the publication in 1923 of 

his article "The Function of Criticism." In this way, the paper is also a 

more mature re-evaluation of his own positions. Much of its length is 

involved in this kind of self-study, both of his earlier critical work as well 

as of his poetry. 

 The essay is an attempt by Eliot to define the boundaries of literary 

criticism:to say what does, and what does not, constitute truly literary 

criticism, as opposed to, for example, a study in history based upon a 

work of literature. The essay is significant because it represents Eliot's 

response to the New Critical perspective which had taken the academic 

study of literature by storm during Eliot's lifetime. It also presents an 

analysis of some of its author's own poetic works, an unusual 

characteristic for modern criticism—it has become far more usual today 

for poets and critics to be in separate camps, rather than united in one 

individual. Perhaps even more importantly, it demonstrates the 
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progress and change in Eliot's own critical thought over the years 

between 1919 and 1956. 

According to T.S Eliot, much has changed in the field since 1923. In I. A. 

Richards’s landmark work, “The Principles of Literary Criticism” (1925), 

an  attempt has been made  to systematize critical processes largely on 

the basis of proposing a psychology of reader response. Another major 

change to which Eliot calls attention is that there are increasing 

numbers of professional literary critics, the result of universities 

embracing their expertise as an integral part of the teaching and study 

of literature. A further result, as Eliot sees it, is that “serious criticism 

now is being written for a different, a more limited though not 

necessarily a smaller public than was that of the 19th century.” It is that 

observation that enables Eliot to open his essay to a consideration of 

his main topic, which, as the title announces it, is the “frontiers of 

criticism,” or, rather, its proper limits. 

Eliot firmly believes that the  increasing emphasis on the processes of 

criticism poses a threat to creative processes unless they are  kept in 

constant check. Logically, he questions: “When is criticism not literary 

criticism but something else?” Placed alongside what he calls the 

“workshop criticism” of the practicing poet, such as himself, he goes on 

to add another trouble what he says “may be characterized as the 

criticism of explanation by origins.” 

Giving example of the problem  what he calls "the criticism of 

explanation by origins” Eliot says that one of these is The Road to 

Xanadu, by John Livingston Lowes, a work that is now virtually 

unknown. The other, however, is James Joyce's Finnegans Wake, 

(example of the criticism of explanation  by origin),  a work composed 
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mostly what Eliot refers to as "merely beautiful nonsense" that has 

puzzled critics since its publication. 

These works provide Eliot a springboard from which to launch an 

"analysis" of his own poems. He takes an amused tone when describing 

his feelings on hearing what some readers have thought about his 

various works, with primary reference to The Waste Land. Eliot 

discusses the process by which the notes to that poem came to be, 

saying that, to his regret, "They have had almost greater popularity 

than the poem itself". Eliot uses the example of Finnegans Wake to 

illuminate the distinction between explanation and understanding. 

Eliot, like the New Critics, distinguishes among types or classes of 

criticism, isolating (as the lecture's title suggests) a certain area for 

literary criticism. Also like the New Critics, he allows that there is merit 

to such studies. He credits Coleridge with bringing other disciplines 

(e.g., philosophy, psychology) into the field of literary study. Eliot 

defines specifically literary criticism as criticism written in order  to help 

his [i.e., the critic's] readers to understand and enjoy [a work of 

literature]. ... 

 

We can therefore ask, about any writing which is offered to us as 

literary criticism, is it aimed towards understanding and enjoyment? If 

it is not, it may still be a legitimate  and useful activity; but it is to be 

judged as a contribution to psychology, or sociology, or logic, or 

pedagogy, or some other pursuit—and it is to be judged by specialists, 

not by men of letters.  
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The argument of the essay is for a strongly individualist criticism, made 

clear by the frequent references to the author's own works. "The best 

of my literary criticism . . . consists of essays on poets and poetic 

dramatists who had influenced me". In this, Eliot has something in 

common with the style of literary criticism expounded by Matthew 

Arnold, known for its emphasis on reading to make oneself a better 

writer. 

Criticism, he concludes, when it is truly literary criticism, is an 

explanation that leads to the sort of understanding that enhances one’s 

enjoyment of the poem. Any criticism presented as literary criticism 

that does not enlarge  one’s understanding for the sake of enjoyment 

may still be legitimate, Eliot is willing to concede, but it is not literary 

criticism. Rather, it is “a contribution to psychology, or sociology, or 

logic, or pedagogy, or some other pursuit . . . to be judged by 

specialists, not by men of letters.” 

Still, Eliot asserts, when he draws his remarks to a close, that “to 

understand a poem” is the same as “to enjoy it for the right reasons.” 

He adds that “to enjoy a poem under a misunderstanding as to what it 

is, is to enjoy what is merely a projection of our own mind.” For Eliot, 

that is the worst thing that one can do. He is calling for a firsthand 

engagement not with the poet’s life or beliefs or his or her sources, nor 

with the reader’s life or beliefs, but with the poem itself. 

There must be, finally, a balance between considerations of 

understanding and enjoyment in the best literary criticism. Emphasize 

issues of understanding at the expense of enjoyment, and the result 

can be mere explanation to no other purpose. Overemphasize 

enjoyment, however, and there is a danger that the criticism can 
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become too subjective and impressionistic. What matters is that Eliot 

has delivered on the promise of his title, delineating what he takes to 

be the frontiers, the proper limits, of literary criticism. In doing so, he 

also reasserts his lifelong insistence on regarding the poem as poetry, 

not in terms of something else, such as philosophy or religion or 

biography. 

Eliot is often claimed by the New Critics as one of their founding 

fathers, an "honor" he rejected for much the same reasons that he 

avoided explicit theorising on the subject of literature: namely, because 

of his conception of the only true criticism as that of a poet trying to 

better his art.  In some of his work, Eliot had espoused the idea of 

criticism as necessarily impersonal. However, throughout, the essay 

demonstrates the influences Eliot had on the New Critics. 

Finally, this essay strongly asserts that enjoyment is an important 

component of the reading of literature. Eliot makes no distinction 

between "enjoyment and understanding," seeing the two not "as 

distinct activities—one emotional and the other intellectual. . . . To 

understand a poem comes to the same thing as to enjoy it for the right 

reasons" . On the whole question of enjoyment, Eliot diverges from the 

general trend of New Criticism, which primarily concerned itself with 

interpretation. Eliot further distances himself from the New Critics with 

his implication of the possibility of misunderstanding a poem , an idea 

that the New Critics would consider heretical. 

THANK YOU 

 


