The modes: Introduction





Meaning and the idea of modes





Form: The influence of formal elements is mostly biological and unconscious: cf. Gestalt theory in visual arts, rhythm in music, patterns in plots.





Meaning: At the level of meaning we consciously think of certain ideas and concepts, compare information to our own experience, reflect on it, etc.





“Meaning” is concepts and ideas, and, in general, the type of contents of the work: e.g., a work that deals with heroic behavior can have references to concepts that are normally associated with heroic natures. 





When meaning comes into play in a work of art we can speak of various modes: groupings of art works according to their contents, ideas, etc.





Four modes will be discussed in the course: heroic, lyric, pastoral, and comic / satiric.








Meaning and modes in literature





The main art form to which the idea of modes applies in the full sense of the word is literature. Literature more than other art forms relies on meaning: so it is in literature that the modes and their conceptual contents are most apparent.








Classification of literary modes





Aristotle’s Modes of imitation





Aristotle, Poetics


(note: see the website for relevant page numbers)





According to Aristotle, art is imitation of nature or the human character. Imitation in art can be done according to several “modes of imitation.”





pp. 3-4, Three types of characters can be imitated in literature or painting:





1) The characters represented are “above our own level of goodness”


	Example: epic or heroic poems (the Iliad)





2) The characters are “just as we are”


	Example: tragedy





3) The characters are “beneath it,” i.e., beneath our level of goodness


	Example: comedy; satirical verse








Northrop Frye's Modes





Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism. First Essay. Historical Criticism: Theory of Modes.


Fictional Modes: Introduction.





Frye suggests to classify works of literature “by the hero’s power of action, which may be greater than ours, less, or roughly the same” according to five modes:





1) The hero is superior in kind to other humans and their natural environment (i.e., is a divine being, superhuman). Mythic mode.


Example: myth





2) The hero is superior in degree to other humans and his natural environment. His actions are marvelous (he operates with supernatural magic powers) but he is a human being. Romantic mode.


Example: romance, legend, folk tale





3) The hero is superior in degree to other humans but not to his environment. He is a leader, has authority, power greater than ours, but his actions are subject to the order of nature and the human society. High mode of imitation.


Example: epic literary genre, tragedy, drama





4) The hero is superior neither to other humans nor to his natural environment: he is one of us, has common humanity, obeys all our laws etc. Low mode of imitation.


Example: comedy, realistic fiction





5) The hero is inferior in power or intelligence to ourselves; we look down on such a hero. Ironic mode.


Example: comedy, satire








