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Northrop Frye and Contemporary Literary Theory 

Northrop Frye's literary theory has been through a lot of controversy since his first 
book, Fearful Symmetry, was published. He provoked completely different responses 
from various scholars and critical groups throughout his life and his works have 
continued to elicit various opinions since his death in 1991. On the other hand, Frye's 
theory did not launch a new critical "school," and without having dedicated followers, 
it appears that he is the great loner of Anglo-American literary theory, isolated from 
other critical currents and scholars. This "loner-theory" is often coupled with a view of 
Frye which claims that he is outdated and obsolete, or as Frank Lentricchia said more 
bluntly: after the mid-sixties Frye was "unceremoniously 'tossed on the dump' [ ... ] with 
other useless relics." 1 

Nevertheless, this view of Frye is contradicted by the influence which he had 
on world-wide critical thought even in the last couple of decades. 2 Frye's presence is 
indicated by the very fact that since the mid-eighties to 1997 four volumes of essays 
and six monographs were dedicated entirely to his work. In 1991 Robert Denham 
claimed that the books, essays, dissertations and articles on Frye amounted to more 
than 1900 in all and that only between 1985 and 1991 more than 170 essays or parts of 
books were written about Frye. 3 These numbers suggest that Frye cannot be written 
off and his presence in literary criticism and theory is undeniable. 

1 Frank Lentricchia, After the New Criticism (London: l\Iethuen, 1980) p. 30. 
2 Sec Robert D. Denham, "Fi-ye's International Presence" in Alvin A. Lee and Robert D. Denham, ed. The 
Legary of Northrop Frye (Toronto Buffalo London: University of Toronto Press, 1994) pp. in'Vi-xxxii. 
3 Robert Denham "Auguries of Influence" in Robert D. Denham and Thomas Willard, ed., Visiouary 
Poetics: Essays on Northrop Frye's Criticism (New York San Francisco Bern Frankfurt am l\Jain Paris London: 
Peter Lang, 1991) p. 80. 
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However, rather then statistical statements, the real test of Frye's relevance can 
be made by setting his ideas against the latest currents of criticism. This test can be, in 
practice, supported by using the findings of Frye-criticism of the last few years, as well 
as the opinion of some important representatives of theoretical schools who see in 
Frye a theorist whose work is in dialogue with their own. This essay will examine a new 
pattern of Frye's connections in contemporary literary theory while setting out his place 
in the context of four important critical trends: myth criticism (into which Frye's 
oeuvre 1s usually classified), reader response criticism, deconstruction and cultural 
criticism. 

It is interesting to see how those who have attempted to supersede Frye still cling to his 
work. Paul Hernadi in Bryand Genre attempts to transcend genre concepts but finds the 
Anatomy of Criticism indispensable to attain such "policentric conceptual framework." 4 

Ihab Hassan seems to have distanced himself from Frye's Anatomy as early as 1963, but 
still continued to learn from Frye, as a personal letter reveals: 

[ ... ] there is no doubt in my mind that the Anatom_y of Criticism is the most 
important book in two decades; it is the kind of book that professors of 
literature of my generation must free themselves from and - as for me - kill. 
For its patron deity is r\pollo. I hope I am not sounding too unruly; I was 
thoroughly touched by your response, and I continue to learn from everything 
you write.5 

Julia Kristeva, in "The Importance of Frye," has stressed that although 
everything separates her from Frye (age, social and political experience, gender, 
different interest in language) she nevertheless underwent a "revelation" by reading 
Frye's major books, obtaining confirmation of what she proposed under the name 
"intertextuality." She learned from Frye that it "falls to the humanists and most 
particularly literary theory to defend" the \v'estern tradition against the nihilism of our 
age.<' 

For Harold Bloom, Frye served as a father-figure. His personal letters to Frye 
from the 1960s, kept in the Victoria University Library archives, Toronto, leave no 

4 Paul Hernadi, Beyond Genre: Neu; Directions in Literary Cla.w/icatio11 (Ithaca; London : Cornell University 
Press, 1972) p. 145. See also p. viii. 
5 Ihab Hassan's letter to !'rye dated September 9, 1963. [Victoria University Library, Toronto] 
<, See Julia Kristeva, "The Importance of !'rye" in Lee and Denham pp 335-337. 
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doubt about his filial attachment to Frye's works. In a letter , Bloom even suggested that 
he owed the core of his con cept of the anxiety of influenc e to Frye .7 Other letters by 
Bloom (held at the Victoria University Library, Toronto) also witness th e powerful 
influence Frye had upon his thou ghts. These hither to unpublished letter s will be 
important in terms of futur e research on Blo om, for they document aspects of the 
developm ent of Bloom's thought under the guidance of Frye. Bloom's admiration, 
however, turned int o anxiety in a few years. When Bloom published his Map of 
Misreading, he had become estranged from Frye , as if forced to proce ed on the Oedipal 
path he made up for oth er authors. He accused Frye of bein g "the Pro clus or 
Iamblichus of our day," impl ying that Frye's criticism followed the line of the two 
Gnostics who exercised the power of magic. H e also accused Frye of having achieved a 
"Lo w Church versi on" of T.S. Eliot's "Anglo-Catholic myth." 8 By 1987, howeve r, 

7 ln his lett er, Bloom wrote: "I am studying what your other remark indica res, the deepening isolation of 
the maturity, parti cularly as one feels it in th e later stages, as in Paradise Regained+ Samson, in \Vor dsworth 
from 1805 on, in Jerosalem, as well as late Stevens and Yeats. The anx iety i11 the isolatio n (1 don 't of cour se 
see anxiety as causin g the isolation) seem s to crea te an extrao rd inary kind o f impli cit, crea tive 
misinterpretation of the neare st pr ecursor or ancestral poet - in Word sworth's and Blake's Milton, Shelley' s 
Wordswor th, Yeats 's Blake and Shelley, and Stevens' the Romantic tradition in genera l. Poetic influence , as 
I have learned it from you, aspires to renew the archetype , to imitate it so fundamentally as to re-grow the 
roots of rom ance itself. Somehow tha t is crucial to the gen eros ity you call the myth of concern . But, in the 
mature isolation of th e poets who can move me most, the process seems to chan ge, and Blake for one 
needs creatively to correct J ob, l\Wton , Dante, Wordsworth. His anxiety I know is not just for himself; it is 
still part of a myth of concern, bu t I don't yet see how. " (Letter to Frye, Sept embe r 27, 1969 lVictori a 
University Library, Toront o]) 
8 More pr ecisely Bloom said the following: "No rthrop Frye, who incre asingly looks like the Proclu s or 
Iam blichus of our day, has Platon ized the dialectics of tradition, its relation to fresh creation, into what he 
calls the Myth of Con cern, which turns out to be a Low Church version of T.S. E liot's Anglo-Catholic 
myth of Trad ition and Individual Tale nt. In Frye 's redu ction, the stu dent discovers that he become s 
somethin g, and thu s unc overs or demystifies himsel f, by first being pe rsuaded that tradition is inclu sive 
rather than exclusive, and so mak es a place for him. The student is a cultural assimilator who thinks becau se 
he hasjoi11ed a larger body of thou ght. Free dom , for Frye as for Eliot, is the change, however slight, that any 
gen uine single conscious ness brings abou t in the o rder of literature simply by Join ing the simul taneity of 
such order. " See Ha rold Bloom, A Map ofM.isrcadi11g (New York: Ox ford University Press, 1975) p. 30. It is 
interesting to note her e that in T.S. Eliot. A11 fotroductio11 (Chicago and London: Th e University of Chica go 
Press, 1963, Phoe nix editio n, 1981) Frye claimed that Eliot joined the Catholic Church. In a let ter Elio t 
prot ested , saying that one does not join a church - see John Ayre , Northrop Frye: A Biography (Toronto: 
Random House, 1989) p . 291. 
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Bloom returned to Frye and claimed a central place for him in literar y the ory. In an 
interview he said: 

N ow that I am mature, and willing to face my ind ebtedness, N ort hrop Frye 
does seem to me - for all of my complaint s about his idealization and his 
authentic Plat onism and his authentic Christianity - a kind of 1\iiltonic figure. 
H e is certainl y the largest and most cruci al literary critic in the English 
language since the divine Walt er and the divin e Os car: he really is that good. I 
have tried to find an alternati ve father in Mr Burke , who is a charming fellow 
and a very p ower ful critic, but I don't come from Burke: I come out of Fryc .9 

Bloo m's return to Frye in 1987 forecast , if metaphoric ally, a renewed inte rest 
m Frye by other theori sts as well, and it suggest ed that the re-r eading of Fry e had to 
begin by adopting new perspectiv es. This new reading of Frye, as contrasted to the 
readin g in the old bo x o f myth critici sm, is undoubt edly taking place. 

MrTH CRJTIC1S1vl A 'VD OTHER CL4 S SIFICATION S 

N or thro p Fry e's method has been ofte n consider ed as "archet ypal criticism" or "myth 
critici sm" ever since he publi shed his essay on the archet ypes of literature_lO Th ere is 
no den ying that "myth criticism " is a standard term of modern critical theo ry, alth ough 
it has never been explicitly defined as a uniform concept , and anyone interested in myth 
can be referred to as a myth critic. Howev er, apart from the comm on interest in myth, 
it is not difficult to see that there are strikin g diffe rences among those who are 
gener ally classified int o tl1is group, and these diff erences are at least as imp ort ant as the 

9 l mre Salusinszky, ed ., Criti,i.fm / 11 Sotiel)·: lnten1/e1vs 1vith Jacques De,rida, Northrop /--rye, Harold Bloom, GeojJ,-ey 
l-JartnH111, rra 11k Kermode, Edivard Said, Barbara Job11so11, Fra11k Le11triccbia a11d]. Hillis A1iller (New York and 
Lon uo n: I\lc thuen, 1987) p. 62. Bloo m also expressed h is adnur ation for l' rye in the Westcm Ca11011: The 
Books a/1// School of the Acges (N ew York, San D iego , Lo ndon: I far cou rt, Brace and Co. , 1994), p. 191. 
10 Thi s is an example of a less rigid formul ation o f the sub stance of Frye's theory: "C ompreh ensive as it 
seem s to be, the the ory o f literatu re N orthrop !'rye develops in A 11alomy of Criticism is app aren tly not 
in~ndcd to pr escribe only one proper cri tical approac h [ ... [ But while th ere is a genu111cly plur alistic clement 
in Frye's think ing it is also clear that he regaru s archetvpa l criticism as pri or in 11n port ance to any ot her 
method ." Elmer Borklund, C1nrlempormy Lil ertr() Crili,s (London: St. James Press, N ew York: St. Marti n's 
Press, 1977) p. 2 14. "Th e Ar chetypes of Lit eratur e" was first pub lished in Koy o11 Re,,ie1v 13 (\Vintcr 1951) 
pp . 92-110 
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common ground of interest in myth. Thus it seems that it is a very broad category to be 
applied with a truly distinctive feature. 

There is a widespread misunderstanding in Frye's classification as a myth critic 
on the basis of his use of Jungian archetypes. It is possible, of course, to detect traces 
in Frye's literary theory which have parallels in psychological approaches to literature, 
but such parallels do not rest on his concept of archetypes. To Frye, archetypes were 
literary forms and were not connected to psychology. Frye did not need the Jungian 
theory of the collective unconscious, because for the literary critic archetypes existed in 
myths, i.e. an order of words. He often stressed that his archetypes were different from 
those of Jung, nevertheless he did not manage to disperse the Jungian veil from his 
theory. In the Anatomy of Criticism, for example, he claimed that the "emphasis on 
impersonal content has been developed by Jung and his school, where the 
communicability of archetypes is accounted for by a theory of a collective unconscious 
- an unnecessary hypothesis in literary criticism, so far as I can judge." 11 

This judgement may be challenged, as it was by Frederick Crews, who asserted 
that "even while he [Frye] has been developing an immanent and impersonal notion of 
creativity that seems to demand that very hypothesis." 12 Crews was right to the extent 
that Frye needed a hypothesis, but it was not the Jungian one. Frye did not seek the 
place of archetypes in the human psyche, in the structured world of the collective 
unconscious, but in the structured world of literature itself, therefore, his theory is 
"above" the Jungian world of the collective unconscious. Frye's own hypothesis 
claimed that literature forms a coherent unity and this hypothesis for Frye was not an 
assumption based upon another assumption. 13 

Moreover, Jung could not be the source of Frye's thought, since he first read 
Jung only in the late 1940s, when Fearful Symmetry had been completed. 14 Even then, as 
Thomas Willard has noted in "Archetypes of the Imagination," Frye "had to settle for 
incomplete and often inadequate translations." 15 If we seek the source of Frye's 
heuristic principle that all literature forms a coherent unity, then Blake is perhaps a 
better origin: Frye expanded Blake's proposition: "Every Poem must necessarily be a 

11 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: rour Essays (Princeton, New Jersey: l'rinceton University Press, 
1957)pp.111-112. 
12 Frederick Crews, "Anaesthetic Criticism" in Frederick Crews, ed., Psychoanalysis and Literary Pro1rss 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop Press, 1970), p. 9. 
11 See Frye, Anatomy of Critidsm pp. 16-17. 
14 Cf. Ayre pp. 216-217, and David Cayley, ed., Northrop Frye in Conversation (Toronto: Anansi, 1992) p. 77. 
15 Thomas Willard "Archetypes of the Imagination" in Lee and Denham p. 18. 

252 



FRYE AND CON TE M PORARY TH EORY 

perfect Unity" to incorporate all literature, a concept which became the cornerstone of 
his literary theory. Therefore , Frye's work is Jungian only in the sense that any other 
theory is Jungian if analysed from that perspective. But such an approach, if conducted 
with r easonable discriminati on, must acknowledge that Frye did not submerge in the 
world of the unconscious, but inves tigated purely its "symptoms" in culture. 

Frye did use psychological terms, like Freud's condensation and displacement, but 
always with a purel y critical content. His application o f the findings of Frazerian 
anthropology and Freudian psycholog y to literature in terms of a very strict framework 
of literary theory clearly distinguishe s Frye from mo st theorists of archetypal criticism . 
Keepin g this in mind, exclusively connecting Frye to Jung, on the other hand, is 
perhaps unjust to Freud, who as early as 1908 set up a theory explaining the 
psychological causes of creative writing and spoke of the "wishful fantasies of whol e 
nati ons." 1<• Jung himself dev eloped his theory of the collective unconscious and the 
theory of the archetypes specifically from Freud's idea that th ere are some vestiges of 
ancient experiences in the unc onscious .17 As he later recalled , it was Freud's failure to 
interpret Jung 's dreams that prompted him to reconsider Freud's theory. 18 

The use of archetype s as psychological categories by Maud Bodkin signals the 
gap between Frye and other theorists engaged in the study of myth . In Archetypal 
Pattems of Poetry Maud Bodkin used the Jungian concept of racial memory in 
det ermining her concept of archetypes, and at the same time acknowledged that 
hist orical factors had a role in the shaping of the particular archetypal variations. 
Basically, however, her concern was to explore the reader's response to the archetypal 
patt erns rather than to creat e a theory of their connections within literature, and she 

16 According to Freud, wish-fulfilment serve d as a model as well as a source for artistic prod uc ts even in 
the case of works which take their material ready-made from myths or legends: "We are perfectl y aware 
th at very many imaginative writings are far remo ved from the model of naive day-dream; and yet I cannot 
suppress the suspicion that even the most extreme deviations from that model could be linked with it 
throu gh an uninterrupted series of tran sitional cases. [ ... ] The study of the cons tructions of foll{ psychol ogy 
such as these is far from being compl ete, but it is extremely probable that mrths, for instance, are dist orted 
vestiges of the wishful fantasi es of whole nations, the secular dreams of youthfu l humanity." See Freud, 
"Creative Writers and day-dr eaming," in The Standard Edition of !he Complete P[ycho!ogica! Lf.1/orks of Sigmund 
"l:reud, Vol IX., transl. and ed . Jam es Strac hey in collaboration with i\ nn a Freud (London: H oga rth Pres s 
and the Institute of Psycho-an alysis, 1959) p. 152. 
17 See C.G. Jun g, ivlemories, Droams, &fluti o11s (London and Glasgow: Random Hou se, 1967), p. 197. 
18 See Jun g pp. 181-85. 
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anticipated with her gender oriented approach in 1934 a feminist standpoint rather than 
Frye's system of the archetypes of literature. 19 

In a similar way, Leslie Fiedler stands apart from Frye because of his 
psychosexual approach. In refutin g the New Criticism, he at tacked its treatment of 
literature as an aesthetic inquiry and instead proposed the study of universal myths. In 
his practical criticism, however, his interest was focu$ed more on the psycholo gical 
"homoerotic" reason s for the popularity of certain myths in modern American society, 
such as in "Come Back to the Raft Ag' in, Huck H oney," and was concerned with 
specific cultural mytholo gies in America, such as in Lo ve and D eath in the American 
Nove!.20 Besides the Jun gian collective memory, Fiedler also employed the Freudian 
personal unconscious, and thought that literature is born when an "Archetype " is 
affL-'<ed with an individuated "Signature," which incorporates historical and social 
dim ensions, and therefore he expanded the scop e of literature to extra-litera ry 
dim ensions. 21 

A similar gap exists between the Jungian basis of Jo seph Campbell's Th e Hero 
UJith a Thousand Fa ces, althou gh it must be mentioned that the quest myth played a 
central role in Frye too. The psychological basis of Philip Wheelright's Th e Burning 
.Fountain, with its central focus on the "sense of a beyond " serving as an in stinctual 
motive for the creation of literature was also alien to Frye. 22 

Frye's pigeonholin g as a myth critic is often accompa nied by an opposin g 
tendency to classify him as a structuralist. 23 There are some important parallels betw een 

·J<) See for exam ple Bodkin 's contemplation abou t the pre sentat ion of images o f man "related to the 
emotional life of a woman" in Anhe!yf!ul Pat/ems i11 Poet1y: Psy,hoiogical Studies o/Jmagi11atio11 (London: Oxfor <l 
Universi ty Press, 1934) p . 299. 
20 Le slie Fiedler, "Co me Back to the Raft Ag'in, Huck H oney!" in Parlist111 Revie,v 15 (1948) pp . 664- 7 1 and 
Love alld Death i11 the Amen·ca11 N ovel (N ew York: Cri ter ion Books, 1960). Ot her important works discussing 
the socio logical dimension of myth criticism are Co nstanc e Rourke's Amerim11 Humor, Hen ry Nash Smith 's 
Vir;gi11 J...,a11d, R.\V.B. Lewes ' The American Ad am, Richard C:hase's The American ]\;ovel and its Traditio// an<l 
Daniel Hoffman's Fom1 a11d Fahie in A merican Fidion (as mentioned by Vincent H. Leitch in Ame,i ca11 Literary 
Critidsm:from the 30.r lo the 80.r [New York: Co lumbia University Pre ss, 1988 1, p. 131). 
21 See Leslie Fiedler, "Archetyp e and Signature" in The Col/eded E.rsqys q/Les!ie .Fiedler (New York: Stein and 
Day , 197 1) pp. 537-539. 
22 Philip \'Vhcelright, The B11mi11g Fou11tai11: " Study i11 the Language o/ S)'lnbolism, (Bloom ington: Indi ana 
Univers itv Press, 1954) 
2·' Sec, for instance , T eren ce Hawke s' classification in Strmtumlism a11cl Semiotics (London: 1\ lethu en, 197 1) p . 
175; o r E lizabeth Freund , The Retum o/the Reader: Reader RespoJl.<e Criticism (Lon<lon: Methuen , 1987) pp. 72-
73; or Lc.:ntricchia pp. 3-26. 
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Frye and Claude Levi-Strauss in their predilection for categorisation and finding "units" 
which combine to make a wider sense of meaning, for example. However, without 
denying an element of truth in these classifications, they should be treated carefully. 
There are important differences between Frye's system as a whole and French 
structuralism, as will be touched upon later in connection with Paul Ricoeur's analysis 
of Frye. It is less problematic to say, therefore, that Frye's criticism disseminates into 
many critical directions and incorporates aspects of several critical currents in his work. 
This does not mean, of course, that Frye was an eccentric but that all classifications in 
literary theory blur important differences. 

If Frye's criticism does not proceed exclusively along the line of any of the 
major contemporary critical trends, it means at the same time that it docs show certain 
affinity to most of them. Classification of a whole oeuvre is always made from "faulty 
perspectives" because it is inherently a simplification on the one hand and exaggeration 
on the other. 24 

Eva Federmayer remarks that "Northrop Frye's Anatomy qf Criticism (1957) is 
more complex and more ingeniously synthetic than to be considered merely 
psychoanalytic; however, Freud is a great influence on shaping the concept of dianoia as 
dream or the conflict of desire and reality." 25 This statement contains an aspect which 
needs to be stressed; it sheds light on an important point without the faulty perspective 
of generalisation. 

The following pages will examine aspects of Frye's work in the light of 
contemporary literary theory. This raises the question of Frye's place in the context of 
post-structuralism, reader-response criticism, and cultural criticism. It must be 
emphasised that this paper does not attempt to classify Frye into any of the critical 
currents mentioned above; it merely tries to demonstrate that Frye's theory is open to 
be analysed from different perspectives. 

24 "Faulty perspectives" -- term borrowed from E.D. Hirsch, "Faulty Perspectives" in The Aims of 
Interpretation (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1978) pp. 36-49. The role model of such 
schematic analysis on Frye is Pauline Kogan's Northrop Frye: The Highest Priest of Clerical Obsrnra11tism 
(Montreal: Progressive Books and Periodicals, 1969), which presents Frye in the context of the class 
struggle. 
25 Eva Federmayer, Psy,hoa1wiysis a11d A111erica11 Literary Critidsm: Explorations i11 the Psyche and the Text by 
Norman Ho!la11r/, Fmleritk CreJJJs, Geoffrey Harlma11 a11d Harold Bloom (Budapest: Ei:itvbs Lc'irand U111versity, 
1983) p. 11. 
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DECONSTRUCTION 

The question of the centre that disappears with Derrida did not disappear all at once, it 
was the final station of philosophical thought concerned with questions about the 
existence of God. When Nietzsche declared the death of God, he deprived the universe 
of a definite centre, when Derrida declared the absence of the "transcendental 
signified," he shattered the idea of any frame of reference. He transformed the problem 
of the absence of a centre to every structure, most importantly to the absence of any 
definitive meaning in language, where the concept of centre, however, remained as a 
function that is never present, leaving only a trace to be endlessly chased around, to be 
perpetually "deconstructed." 

Although in a letter to Ruth El Saffar Frye implied that Derrida hardly said 
anything that he had not already said better, this was only a half-truth. 26 In the Anatomy, 
discussing literary archetypes, he was already preoccupied with the idea of whether a 
centre must exist, but rejected the Derridean answer: "Criticism [ ... ] recognizes the fact 
that there is a centre of the Order of words. Unless there is such a center, there is 
nothing to prevent the analogies supplied by convention and genre from being an 
endless series of free associations, perhaps suggestive, perhaps even tantalizing, but 
never creating a real structure." 27 

On the other hand, he also claimed that there is no "tra nscendental signified," 
or in his own words "there is nothing outside the text," but for him the text was the 
medium where the transcendental signified, the Logos, was imaginatively recreated by 
the reader. 28 This question is especially significant in his interpretation of the Bible, 
where the same principle holds true as of any other text, the centre of meaning being 
incarnated in the words, waiting to be redeemed. 

2f> In his letter of February 19, 1979, to Profe ssor Ruth El Saffar , Frye claimed this: "As for my problems in 
read ing Derrida and the rest, my primary motive in consulting them is a somew hat paranoid one of looking 
in them to see if they have sai<.l anything that I haven't said myself rather better. So far, I have found them 
of rather limited value: they write about literature but not from within literature, and their eyes always seem 
to be scanning the horiwn in quest of more promising material. But I don 't ignore the fact that peopl e are 
profoundly influenced by the question of who is in the cultural news: people will quote things from Lacan, 
who is fashionable, and be unable to see that the same point might be in Jung who is not. And my own age 
make s me vulnerable: I know that many people are ·anxious to find me out of style, and I want to show 
them, not that l still feel young , but that I sympathi ze with their attitud e." [Victoria University Librar y, 
Toronto] 
27 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism pp. 117-118. 
28 Northrop Frye i11 Co11versatio11 (Anansi, 1992) p. 29. 
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It may be said that Derridean thought simply devoured Frye's "structure" at 
once and discarded it as useless. The only response Frye could make was to show that 
he went beyond deconstruction and reached the level of construction. In a sense, Frye 
superseded Derrida and, as if participating in a quest myth, found the presence that 
Derrida had lost: 

The text is not the absence of a former presence but the place of the 
resurrection of the pre sence ... In this risen presence text and reader are 
equally involved . The reader is a whole of which the text is a part ; the text is a 
whole of which the reader is a part - these contradict ory mo vements keep 
moving into one another and back again. The Logos at the center, which is 
inside the reader and not hidden behind the text, continually changes place 
with the Logos at the circumference that encloses both .29 

Modern criticism has been essentially made up of a series of combats between 
sets of metaphors possessed by the different participant s of the critical field, each 
trying to contest different opinions by metaphoric expression. Much of the result, i.e. 
the effect of the argumentation upon the critical world, depend s on the rhetoric of 
thought conveyed. Decon structi on itself is highly metaphorical and paradoxical, even if 
it affords philosophical ideas much rather than literary images in the form of 
metaphors and paradoxes. The meta-language of literary criticism approaches the 
met aphoric language of literature through a medium of metaphor itself, thus the whole 
proc ess turns utterly paradoxical. Truth, if it exists at all, exists within this system of 
word s, since the locus of examination is itself language . Therefore, despite their 
differences, the use of metaphor and paradox is one common ground between Frye 
and Derridean critic s. 

David Cayley has observed that "Frye and Derrida in a sense represent the two 
pole s of a possible response to the modern crisis: the abandonm ent of Christianity and 
its imaginative reconstruction. " Cayley claims that to Frye the Incarnational \Vord doe s 
exist which "gives Frye's thought a serene and lucent confidence."' 0 It must be added 
that Frye's idea of God is more complicated in that it is also tied in with his concept of 
reality; to Frye, imaginative perception is always superior to simple sense perception. 

29 (__/uo ted by A C. Hamilton , J\ i odhrop /Ciye: A 11u/omy o/ l-lis C,itidsm (T oron to, Bu ffalo , London : Uni ver sity 
o fT oro nro Pre ss, 1990) pp. 2 18-219 . 
Jo Caylcy p. 29. 
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Studies on Frye often search out the ways in which Frye can be put int o 
relation with decons truction. Paul Rico eur, in "'A natomy of Criticism' or the Order of 
Paradigms," has pointed out that despite their similarity, the system present ed in the 
Anatomy is different from the idea of system emplo yed by th e Fre nch schoo l of 
structuralism. Frye's system was the result of "productive imaginati on," it did not begin 
by putting aside chronologic al and narrative features, and was in line with Kant' s 
transcendental logic.31 Analysing the four senses in which symbol is used in the four 
resp ective essays of the Anatomy, Ricoeur poin ts out that in the last symbolic phase the 
symbol is a monad, corresponding to anagogic al meaning. "By a monad Frye mean s 
imaginative experience's capaci ty to attain totali ty in term s of some centre," Ricoeur 
continues, to which the low er symbolic pha ses are subordinated. 32 He claims that 
Frye's "r easo nable" belief in the pow er of the centre is the cornerstone of hi s system, 
but raises the que stio n of whether the Anato71!y can absorb "phenomena of deviance, 
schism and the death of paradigm s," which constitute the other side o f the problem , 
for these also exist in literature. 33 Thus , Ricoeur leaves the question ope n. 

As opposed to the view of Frye as a scholar dedicated to structur es, Michael 
Dolzani thinks that Frye's constant juggling with the question of anato my and satire 
indicates his sceptical attitude towards all structures, which came to light in th e form of 
his "general relativi zation of value judgements." 34 This detachment from all systems is 
what connect s him to post-structurali st thinkers . Dolzani counters the validity of the 
deconstructionist view about the absenc e of the presence, and indicat es that the core of 
Frye 's construction of Blake' s conception of knowledge was that "nothing can be real 
that is not present to perception" and " If there is no pr esence , there is no present 
either." Therefore, in the final analysis Dolz ani reveal s that alth ough Fry e and th e 
deco nstructionists have thin gs in common, this clearly separat es Frye from their 
thought. 35 

It is also interestin g to examme Frye's interpretation in terms of 
psychoanalytical form s of decons tructi on . As Ross Woodm an dem onstrate s in "Fry e, 
Psychoanal ysis and Deconstruction," the main distinction lies in their differ ent working 

31 Paul Ricocur, "'A natomy of Criticism' or the Order of Paradigms" in E. Cook, C. Hos ek, J. tvlacpherson, 
P. Parker and J. Patrick, ed., Ce11tre a11d LLf:yriJ1tb: Essqys iN Ho11our ofN01throp Frye (Toro nto Buffalo London : 
Unive rsity of Toro nt o Press, 1983) p. 2. 
32 Ricoeur p . 10. 
33 Ricoeur p. 13. 
34 Michael D olzani, "N orthro p Frye and Contemporary Criticism" in Coo k, Ho sek, et al. p. 61. 
35 See Dolzani p. 62. 
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hypothesis concernin g the origins of literary language. For Frye , literary language 
originates in the Logo s, or the Word, whereas for many deconstructionists (Derrida, 
Lacan, Kristeva and de Man) literary language takes its origin "not in spirit, but in 
flesh."% Frye's theory is thus father-oriented, patriarchal, and not biological, mother-
oriented. For Frye, th e literary text mirrors the unity of the Word, whereas for the 
deconstructionists it represents fracture and dismemberment, a sense of the breaking 
of the infant's pre-Oedipal bonding with the mother 's body, as described in Kristeva's 
Desire in Language.17 Frye's autob iographical remark that his lifelong effort was to make 
logoc entric sense of the Bible as opposed to his mother's literalist reading represents 
the struggle of the Logos to transform the mother image . To Woodman, the battle 
within Fr ye was triggere d between " the fathering of the word as the operations of 
Logos and the mothering of the word as relaxation and play," which, as must be 
men tioned , seems nonsense in the light of the fact that what Fry e was stru ggling to 
achieve was a sense of liberati on from the uniformi ty of literal meanin g which did not 
allow too much play and relaxati on to bec ome activated.-18 

Wo odman' s essay, however, contains some even more dubi ous statem en ts as 
well. It end s by claiming that deco nstru ctio n doe s not destroy Frye's logo centric system 
but "c omplicates its dynamic and, more importantly, release s it from the closure which 
otherwise as a system continues to threaten its ongoing life."·19 rvforeover, \Xloo dman 
quotes Frye as empha sising the import ance of recognition rather than rejection 10 

critical theory to show that Frye hailed deconstruction as "a contrary nec essary to 
critical pro gress ion." 411 But Frye did not ·welcome deconstruction so cordially and, in 
the final analysis, he called for the exact oppo site of deconstruction: coherence in 
critical thou ght which attains a level of incorporation and interpenetration rath er than 
rejection and isolation. 

In contrast to the bias of \X/oodman 's essay, E leanor Coo k discovers 
somet hin g tru ly essential about the use of rhetorical figures in Frye and the 
cleconstructionists. Exam inin g the hist ory of the concepti on of the riddle, she finds 
that while deconstruction decons truct s ever ything , the only thin g it does not 
deconstruct is the riddle itself, whic h always rema ins unanswered. In opposition to this 

V, Ross \Voodma n, "Fry e, Psychoanal ysis and Deconst ructi on " in Lee and Denham p . 316. 
37 Woodman p. 319. 
38 Woodman p. 322 . 
.',') \Vuo dman p . 323. 
40 l'rye has said that "critic ism become s more sensible wh en it realizes that it has not hing tu do with 
rejectio n, only with recogniti on ," <]UOted by \Vo odma n p. 324. 
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stands the Pauline riddle of hope, which is end-directed and provides a definite vision. 
Whereas riddle in deconstruction is Oedipal and moves downward to darkness, the 
Pauline riddle of logocentrism mov es towards light and revelation, it clarifies the 
obscure ("For now we see through a glass darkly; but then face to face").41 The 
importance of Cook's distinction between the two main diverging aspects of the riddle 
in deconstruction and logocentrism cannot be overemphasised, nor can it be denied 
that the quest myth had a central place both in Frye's archetypal system and in his 
personal critical pursuit. St Paul was also the archetype for Frye that led him towards 
the concept of love, which exceed s philosophy in the same ways as anagog y exceeds 
meaning in a vision of truth. 

READER-RESPONSE CRITICISM 

Frye' s connection with reader response criticism seems more evident than his points of 
attachment to deconstruction. Forms of reader -response criticism define the 
interpretative act as a process of communication which to some extent removes the 
distinction between text and reader, and thus incorporates the deconstructionist 
rejection of the subject-object binar y opposition. Although defining the exact 
conception of a movement is hardly possible, it is generally accepted that 
Rezepti onsasthetik dates back to Hans Robert Jauss' inaugural lecture given in 1967. 
Jauss replaced literary biography for literary historiography and posited the perceiving 
consciousness at the centre of interest , paving the way for Wolfgan g Iser, his colleague 
at the University of Constance (hence the "Constance School" ), to further elaborate the 
role of the reader in the understanding of texts . In North America, form s of the 
corresponding "reader-response" criticism evolved for the mo st part independently 
from the German scholars (including also Karlheinz Stierle) until the 1980s, where it 
took on various forms of structuralist, rhetorical, ethical, subjectivist and 
psychoanal ytic approache s in the work of Jonatl1an Culler, Stanley Fish, E.D . Hir sch , 
Jr., Da vid Bleich and N orman Holland, respectivel y.42 

Frye's romantic emphasis of recreation which he extended to th e reader's 
construction of meaning in the text clearly shows similarities with the main principles 

41 See Eleanor Coo k, "The !·unction of Riddles at the Present Tim e" in Lee and Denham pp. 326-334. See 
also Elean or Cook , "Riddl es, Charms and Fiction" in Cook, Hosek, et al. pp. 227-244. 
42 See Elizabeth Schellenb erg's distinctions in Irena R. l\Iakaryk, ed., Emyclopaedia of Contemporary Literary 
Theory: Approa,hes, Scholars, Terms (foronto Buffalo London: University of Toront o Press, 1993) pp. 170-
174. 

260 



FR Y F. A 1' D C O N TE ill PO RA R Y T II E ORY 

of reader-response criticism. His place in the Romantic tradition has been thoroughl y 
examined in critical writin gs on him in the 1990s, but recent studies on Frye do not 
dedicate the same emphasis to Frye's work as a type of reader oriented system. 43 

Excep tions exist, such as Tib or Fabiny's The Lion and the Lamb, which places "typol ogy 
in th e context of reader-re sponse criticism," and thu s Frye's typological thinking is also 
placed on that horizon. 44 A.C. Hamilton calls attention to th e correlation between F1ye 
and reader oriented approaches by quoting Frye: "the literary critic of 1980 find s 
him self in the mid st of a bewildering array of problem s which seem to focus mainl y on 
the reader of the text ," and explains that "such problem s are not bewildering to him, 
because he has always emphasised the reader 's response to literature." 45 Frye was 
indeed preoccupied with th e problem of the reader and formulated his view in Creation 
& Recreation: "Every reader recrea tes what he reads: even if he is reading a letter from a 
personal friend he is still recr eating it into his own person al orbit," 46 however, he was 
disappointed by the sterility he found in literary theory: 

in the last few year s, the old simple image at the heart of hum ane studies, of 
somebod y reading a boo k, has beco me as complex as a Duchamp painting. 
T he reader is a convention alized poetic fiction ; the ac t o f reading is the art of 
reading something else; the hist ory of literature records on ly pangs of 
misprized texts. 47 

When discussing Frye's connections to reader response theory, mention mu st 
be made of his sudden experiences of insight, which occurred to him several times 
durin g his life, and which grea tly affected his critical thought. He experienced one of 

43 Recen t enquirie s on l' r)'e and Romantici sm go beyond the well-known Blake-l'rye nexu s and explore 
other relations. See, for example , lmr e Salusinszki's "Frye and Romanticism" in Visio11ary Poelfrs and 
Monika Lee, "Shelley's '/\ Defence of Poetry' and Frye: A T11eory of Synchronicity" in Lee and Denham 
pp. 190-200 . In the same collection of essays, Helen Vendler, Jos eph Adamson, Michael l'isher also engage 
in exploring different aspects of !'rye's relation with Romanticism and Romantic authors. 
44 Tib or l'abiny, The Lion a11d the Limh: .Figura/ism a11d 1"1tlji!me11t i11 the Bih!e, A rt and Literature (New York: St. 
i\lartin 's Press, 1992) p. xii. 
45 Hamilton 218. 
4<, Northrop Frye, Crealio11 a11d Recreation (Toro nto Buffalo Lon don: Un iversity o f To ro nto Pre ss, 1980) p . 
65. 
47 Northrop Frye, "Teachin g the Humanities Today" in Divisions 011 a Ground· Essays 011 Ca11adi,111 Cultttre 
(I'oron to: Anansi, 1982) p . 94. 
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the first insights of this type as a graduate student, preparing for a seminar paper on 
Blake's Milton. As he later recalled: 

It was around three in the morning when suddenly the universe just broke 
open ... [It was] the feeling of an enormous number of things making sense 
that had been scattered and unrelated before. [ ... ] Fearful S]mmetry, for 
example, was started innumerable times, but the shape of the whole book 
dawned on me quite suddenly one night. And the same thing happened once 
when I was staying in the YMCA in Edmonton, where I was for very dubious 
reasons reading Spengler's Decline of the !Pest, and I sudc',enly got a vision of 
coherence. That's the only way I can describe it. Things began to form 
patterns and make sense. 48 

In The Double Vision Frye even claimed that he spent "the better part of 
seventy-eight years writing out the implications of insights that have taken up 
considerably less than an hour of all those years." 49 In the light of this, it is 
understandable that Frye stood aloof from sterile theories about reader and text. His 
own theory was made out of personally experiencing, not merely conceptualising, 
literature. He was a "living" reader, as it were, not an "implied" one. He had to 
"participate" in literary texts before he could express his theory of literature. In !f7ords 
1vith Po1ver, Frye quotes Bertrand Russell who said that behind every large system there 
1s a less complicated "crude" system that directs it. 511 Frye's core system, which lies 
buried in his metaphoric language, definitely derived from his experience of reading 
literature, which rendered the "large" system of his typological-intertextual criticism. 
His hypothesis of coherence in all literature, and in literary theory as a goal to be 
achieved, thus derived from his moments of revelation (at least as much as from 
reading Blake, which has been suggested abm·e, although the two aspects may be 
inseparable). 

Although in a sense Frye has an overarching reader-response universe, only his 
response has been investigated so far, and its origin as the reader's perspective has been 
neglected. It is the magnitude and the intricate network of the system constructed from 
his personal experience of encountering literature which explains that the Romantic 

48 Caylcy pp. 47-48. 
49 Northrop Frye, The Double Vision: Lan,gt1c{ge a11d i'vlea11i1{~ i11 Re!,gio11 (Toronto Buffalo London: University 
of Toronto Press, 1991) p. 55. 
SO Northrop Frye, !Fordr 1vith Poiver: Bei11g 1.1 Second StHdy o/ 'The Bible a11d Liten1ture" (l'engum Books, 19')0) p. 
150., see also Cayley pp. 95-96. 
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concept of recreation in this context has been out of focus in Frye-criticism, and little 
attention has been paid to the fact that what loomed behind the system was the 
individual reader's subjective perception that preceded the knowledge of the scholar. 

However, correlations with reader response may be set up on th e level of 
Frye's theory as well. Apart from Frye's view of the reader in Creation & Recreation 
mentioned above, Jonathan Culler's notion of "literary competence," revealing the 
structure of literature, is a common ground of Frye and reader-response criticism, 
especially if Frye's work is interpreted as an attempt to establish the equivalent in 
literary theory of Saussure's concept of "la langue" and Chomsky's "competence, " as 
Rob er t Denham has suggested. 51 

It is also po ssible to refer Frye to the less structure-centred and more 
individual oriented type of reader-response criticism of David Bleich on the ground 
that both Frye and Bleich started from the Romantic belief that what is real is largely 
the construction of human perception, even though Frye did not go as far as Bleich's 
views about the reader's psychological responses to the text. 52 

CUL TURAL CRITICISM 

Frye as a social critic is the theme of a number of analyses the se days and the 
discussion here will largely draw on the findings of Frye-criticism on this issue . 
Jonathan Hart correctly claimed that "In no work is Frye a critic who turns from the 
world," although it must be added that social concern was not pr esent in all of his 
work s with equal weight. 53 Frederick Jameson, too , emphasised the cultural dimensi on 
of Frye's th eory , which he believed distin guished Frye from myth criticism: 

The greatnes s of Frye, and the radical difference between his work and that of 
the great bulk of garde n-vari ety myth criticism, lies in his willingness to raise 
the issue of community an<l to draw basic , essentially social, int erpretati ve 
con sequence s from the nature of religion as collective representation. 54 

51 See Jonat han Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Struduralism, LJ11guistics and the Study of LJterature (Ithaca : Cornell 
University Press, 1975) p. 118 an<l Denham, "An Anatom y of !'rye's Influenc e" in Review ofC a11aclia11 Studies 
Vol. 14 (Spring 1984) p. 3. 
52 See David Bleich, Subjective Criticism (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1978). 
53 Jo nathan Hart, N orthrop Frye: The Theoretical Imagi11alio11 (London and New York: Routledge, 1994) p 6. 
54 Fred erick Jameson, The Political U11conscious: Narrative as a Sotially Symbolic A ct (Ithaca , New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1981) p. 69. 
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A thematic grouping of Frye's works can point out that The Modern Century, The Critical 
Path, Spiritus Mundi, Northrop Frye on Culture and Literature, The Bush Garden, Divisions on a 
Ground and the posthumous Mytho!ogizjng Canada take their primary subject matter from 
C?Utside literature and their attention is concentrated on the broader aspect of culture. 
Criticism of Frye as a social or cultural thinker falls largely into two main sub-groups, it 
either discusses culture and politics in general or in the specific Canadian context. 

Hayden \Vhite characterises Frye as "the greatest natural cultural historian of 
our time [ ... ] a theorist of culture and renovator of humanistic studies" and points out 
that contemporary practitioners of cultural studies have not examined Frye from this 
perspective thoroughly enough. 55 According to Hayden White, Frye's historic view of 
culture and society was not a simple cyclical or linear concept, but comprised 
continuities and interanimations through which what is repeated and recollected from 
the past is redeemed and awakened to a new life. This requires the "idea of 
nonpurposive purposiveness, in order to be able to say that both literature and 
criticism, and finally culture itself displayed evidence of the kind of progressive closure 
with reality as that promised in the Book of Revelations." 56 This is an important part of 
Frye's typological thinking in The Great Code and W7ords 1/Jith Pol/Jer. 

Eva Kushner looks into Frye's historic concept within the literary universe and 
challenges views which see Frye's system as ahistoric. In "Frye and the Historicity of 
Literature," Kushner shows how Frye's archetypal theory is full of movement and 
vibration, revealing a concept of historicity: "Frye's literary system manages to 
incorporate time without isolating any part of the system in a temporal ghetto." 57 

Kushner refers to the distinction between "histoire litteraire" and "histoire de la 
litterature" and claims that Frye was engaged in the latter, that is in the unfolding of 
literature itself and not in the history of writers and institutions. 

As regards Frye's specific writings on Canadian literature and society, Frye is 
seen today as an important contributor to Canadian cultural development. There is, 
however, a very important theoretical issue arising with respect to his writings on 
Canada. As Branko Gorjup notes, some critics call into question his protectionist 
attitude towards Canadian writing. There is a discrepancy 

55 Hayden \Vhite, "!'rye's Place in Contemporary Cultural Studies" 111 Lee and Denham pp. 30-31. 
56 Hayden White p. 34. 
57 Eva Kushner, "Frye and the Historicity of Literature" in Lee and Denham p. 296. 
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between Frye's 'international' criticism, with its pr edilection for abstraction, 
systematization and univ ersalizatio n - best represented by his Anatom_y of 
Criticism, The Great Code: The Bible and Llteraltm and Words with Power - and his 
'domestic' criticism , espousing literature's mimetic and non-autonomous 
status - as collected in The Bush Garden, Divisions on a Ground and in the present 
vo lume [i.e. Mythology in Canada]. 58 

Analysing Frye's "Canada and its Poetry " (1943) , Eli Mandel observed that 
Frye was str angely preoccupi ed with the geographical and political aspects of literature 
much m ore than with the literary context of Canadian literature. 59 This environmental 
determi nism appears in Frye's "Conclusio n" to the Llterary History of Canada. Therefor e, 
the question arises wheth er Frye did not play favouritism with Canadian writing by 
det achin g it from the "internati onal" standard. Accordin g to Gorjup, there are at least 
two ways in which this patronising attitude can be explained. One is represented by 
McCarthy, who believes that Frye goes back to a traditi on of nation-building, which 
started in the middle of the nin eteenth century. In this view, the autonomy of literatur e 
is dismi ssed and is subordinated to th e pragmatic goal of promoting national culture . 

Another explanation is provided by Linda Hutch eon, from a postmodcrn 
perspective. Hutcheon rejects the "modern" totali sing position "to synthesize 
disinterested aesthetic criticism with socially consciou s hum anistic criticism" and 
instead proposes to accep t th e tens ion as a typical postm odern stance and to see it as 
productive, displaying Frye' s "both/and thinking, offerin g both a theory of archetype s 
and th e autonomy of art and a theory of the 'rootednes s' in social, political, economical 
and cultural terrain." 60 

It is interesting to see how criticism of Frye from the postmodern view of 
fragme nt s uses his synthesi sing th eory. Frye advocated an inte gra ting attitude 
represented by "both / and" as oppose d to "either / or," and this seems to suit a whole 
range of int erpre tation s of his critical wor k. Frye 's integrating concept of "both / and," 
together with the feature of his criticism that it repre sen ted a vision of literature and life 
rat her than asserted his explicit opinion , gives rise to var10us kinds of approaches to his 
,vork. However, there wer e questions which Frye did no t and could not synthesise: he 
said that it is not possible to have "a literal-descriptive dimension along with a spiritual 

58 Northrop Frye, 1'vlytho/o<~izi11g Ca11ada: Er.rap 011 the Ca11adia11 Litm 11y Imagi11alio11, ed . Branko Gorjup (Lega s: 
N ew York , Ottawa , Toronto , 1997) pp . 9-10. 
59 Sec Eli i\ landd "No rthrop l'r r c and the Cana dian Literary Tradit ion " in Coo k, ll o~ek, et al. p . 289. 
(,0 Linda Hutcheon, "Fry e D ecoded" in Lee and Denham pp. 112- 114. 
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[double] vision," because the passive vision would destroy the active on e.<•1 

Hutcheon's analysis shows that Frye can be read from a postmodern point of view . 
Nevertheless, to resolve a contradiction by accepting the very principle of contradiction 
is not quite correct, since it only rever ses the modality traditionall y attached to unity 
and discrepancy. The underlying thought of Hutcheon's essay is that if Frye's ideas 
contain contradictions, discrepancies or "tensions," all the better from the po stmodern 
perspective. Hutcheon asks: "What would feminist or gay, socialist or conserva tive, 
native or black or i\sian writers make of Frye's distinction between the 'rhetorical' and 
the 'poetic' [ .. .]"? The question sounds rather provocative, and its vision of a frame of 
casts would probably astonish Fry e. 

Nevertheless, although the departmentalisation of culture was not Frye's own 
theory and his literary criticism can be perhaps more reasonably analysed by adopting 
his heuristic principle of cohesion and unity, the possibility of the po stmod ern 
perspective (including the less radical kind provided in David Cook's, Northrop Frye: A 
T/is ion of the Ne 111 Wor!a) should not be rejected for that reason. Frye's wo rd s about T.S. 
Eliot apply to Frye as well: "The greatness of his achievement will finally be 
understood, not in the context of the tradition he chose, but in the context of the 
tradition that chose him." 62 At present it seems that Frye's own work is chosen by 
various traditions, perhaps because of its powerful ability to enter into dialogue with 
diverse, often opposing, views of literature and culture . 

Frye presented a humanised vision of the world, a spiritual universe and did 
not argue and assert but showed something which, once having been internalised by his 
readers, transforms them to recr eate what he had tried to achieve. It cannot be claimed 
with certainty that Frye's critical work is a model on which critical thought will proceed 
in the future and that Frye will be the archetype of future literary theory, but in a sense, 
through his visionary th eory, he has superseded language-boundness that modern 
theory is still stuck in. One thing can hardly be denied : Frye's work belongs to the 
eternal here and now of western culture. 

61 Northrop Frye, The Double Visio11 p. 72. 
<,Z North rop Frye, T S. Eliot: A 11 folrocfuc1io11 p. 99. 
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