Lyric Mode in Literature.





Historical background and main features





The word “lyric” comes from “lyre.” A lyric poem originally was supposed to be sung to the accompaniment of a musical instrument (in ancient times, usually a lyre) or express intense personal emotion in a manner suggestive of a song.





As opposed to narrative (epic, heroic) poetry and verse drama, which relate events in the form of a story or actions, lyric poetry expresses the thoughts and feelings of the poet.





A lyric poem is usually short, but intense in expressing the subjectivity of the individual, human emotion, and the evolution of the soul through experience.








The hero of the lyric poem (the “lyric hero”).





Unlike in the case of the hero of epic / heroic poetry, very little can be known or said about the lyric hero. He / she can be identified with the author of the poem but this does not have to be the case. There are no specifics given about the hero of a lyric poem: sometimes it is possible to say what he / she is, but more often this is completely unclear. We don’t know the name, occupation, age, sex, or geographical location of the lyric hero.





The only thing we know is that this hero is “like us”: immersed in emotional life and reflection. The lyric hero usually reflects or meditates on his / her life, emotional reactions (often sad), love, sometimes philosophical ideas. These reflections or emotions are often provoked by immediate sense impressions. A typical lyric hero often questions him or herself: is it really so? Am I this sort of person?








Space and time in a lyric poem





In a lyric poem, there is also very little clarity about the location where these reflections of the lyric hero take place, or the time frame of the event. Sometimes the lyric poet would choose an abstract “lyric landscape” for his / her poem: a mountainside, a seashore, a valley, or some such unclearly defined geographical location. The lyric hero can be suddenly transported into a different location, e.g., following his / her memories.





It is equally uncertain when the lyric reflection is happening. Since the lyric poem deals with thoughts and emotions, the lyric hero often leaps back and forth in time.


