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Theoretical Discussions on the History of Literature according to René Wellek (III): Evolution and Literary History
Omid Tabibzadeh

Abstract: This installment in the series of theoretical discussions on literary history examines René Welleks essay
“The Concept of Evolution in Literary History.” Written in the late 1950, this essay reviews and analyzes Western
theories concerning change and transformation in literature, particularly the notion of evolution and its various
interpretations. Wellek raises fundamental questions: How does art-and specifically literature-change over the
centuries? Do literary works evolve toward perfection and progress? Are these changes cyclical, passing through
stages such as birth, maturity, and death? Can the transformations of literary works be predicted on the basis of
economic or social conditions? Or are they accidental and arbitrary? In this essay, Wellek critically engages with
the ideas of philosophers and theorists such as Aristotle, Schlegel, Hegel, Darwin, Alexander Veselovsky, Jan
Mukatovsky, and many others in an attempt to address these questions. Ultimately, he advocates his own
conception, grounded in the autonomy of literary works. Wellek regards literature as an aesthetic object and
maintains that any discussion of literary value and literary history must be conducted exclusively through the
concepts and terminology proper to art and literature.

Keywords: literary history; Darwinism in literary history; literary change; literary genres.
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René Wellek, “The Concept of Evolution in Literary History”, in: Concepts of Criticism, Edited, and with
an Introduction by Stephen G. Nichols, Jr., New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1964.
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- Sir Herbert Grierson and J. C. Smith, 4 Critical History of English Poetry (New York, 1946),
- A Literary History of England, ed. A. C. Baugh (New York, 1948),
- Literary History of the United States, ed. R. Spiller et al. (New York, 1949),
- David Daiches, 4 Critical History of English Literature (2 vols. New York, 1960).
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Western Review, 12 (1947), 52- 54; Modern Philology, 47 (1949), 39-45; Kenyon Review, 11 (1949), 500-06;
and Yale Review, 50 (1961), 416-20.
4. F. W. Bateson
5. See English Poetry and the English Language (Oxford, 1934) and English Poetry: A Critical Introduction
(London, 1950).
6. Josephine Miles
7. “Eras in English poetry”
8. The Vocabulary of Poetry (Berkeley, 1946), The Continuity of Poetic Language (Berkeley, 1951), and “Eras in
English Poetry,” PMLA, 70 (1955), 853-75.
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1. Poetics

2. dithyramb

3. phallic songs

4. Allan Gilbert’s translation, quoted from Literary Criticism: Plato to Dryden (New York, 1940), p. 74.
SIEP

F.S. C. Northrop’s, “Evolution in its Relation to the Philosophy of Nature and the Philosophy of Culture,”

in: Evolutionary Thought in America, ed. Stow Persons (New Haven, 1950).

6. Dionysius of Halicarnassus (60 BC-7 BC)

7. Oratory

8. Demosthenes (84-322 BC)

9. Quintilian (35-100)

10. Cicero (106 BC-43 BC)
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1. See J. W. H. Atkins, Literary Criticism in Antiquity 2 (Cambridge, 1934), 123, 281.
2. Velleius Paterculus (19 BC-31 AD)
3. Sainte-Beuve (1804-1896)
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J. Kamerbeek Jr., “Legatum Velleianum,” in Levende Talen, No. 177 (December, 1954), pp. 476-90.
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Nouveaux Lundis, 9 (January, 1865), 290.
5. Vico
6. Buffon
7. Rousseau
8. John Brown
9. A Dissertation on the Rise, Union, and Power, the Progressions, Separations, and Corruptions of Poetry
and Music (London, 1763).
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2. Geschichte der Kunst im Alterthum
3. Winckelmann
4. Periclean (461-429 BC)
5. Hellenistic mannerism
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“On the Application of Evolutionary Principles to Art and Literature,” in: Essays Speculative and Suggestive

1, (London, 1890), 42-83.

4. Richard Green Moulton

5. Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist

6. The Modern Study of Literature

7. H. M. Posnett

8. Comparative Literature

9. Communal

10. F. Gummere

11. Beginnings of Poetry

12. A. S. Mackenzie

13. The Evolution of Literature
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1. Hippolyte Taine (1828-1893)

2. Ferdinand Brunetiére (1849-1906)

3. Naturalistic
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V. Giraud, Essai sur Taine (6th ed. Paris, 1912), p. 232,

250 ) eiameR
D. D. Rosea, L'Influence de Hegel sur Taine (Paris, 1928), p. 262n. &
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Derniers Essais de critique et de Ihistoire (3rd ed. 1903), pp. 198-202. &
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“Hippolyte Taine’s Literary Theory and Criticism,” in Criticism 1 (1959), 1-18, 123-38.
5. moments
6. The incessant becoming of things
7. Derniers Essais, ibid. p. 198.
8. Corneille
9. Voltaire
10. Aeschylus
11. Euripides
12. Lucretius
13. Claudian

14. Introduction to Histoire de la litterature anglaise, 1 (2nd ed. 1866), xxx
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1. Milieu
. Race

. Etudes critiques sur T'histoire de la litterature frangaise, 3 (Paris, 1890), 4.

2

3

4. Inner causality
5. Preface to Manuel de Thistoire de la litterature frangaise (Paris, 1898), p. iii.
6. Biological species

7. Etienne Jodelle (1532-1573)

8. Pierre Corneille (1606-1648)

9. Jacques Lemercier (1585-1654)

10. Phedre (1677)

11. Jean Racine (1639-1699)
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. French pulpit oratory

. Lyrical Poetry

Sport

Mechanistic

See E. R. Curtius, Ferdinand Brunetiére (Strassburg, 1914).
. Louis Maigron

. Chronique de Charles IX

. Prosper Mérimée (1803-1870)
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. Cinq-mars

10. Vigny

11. Notre Dame de Paris
12. Chronology
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1. John Matthews Manly

2. Hugo Marie de Vries (1848-1935)

3. “Literary Forms and the New Theory of the Origin of Species,” in: Modern Philology, 4 (1907), 577-95.
4. impressionistic appreciation

5. Henri-Louis Bergson (1859-1941)

6. True duration

7. Chronological order

8. Evolution creatrice
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2. “La Riforma della storia artistica e letteraria,” in: Nuovi Saggi di estetica (2nd ed. Bari, 1927),
pp- 157-80; and
“Categorismo e psicologismo nella storia della poesia,” in: Ultimi Saggi (Bari, 1935), pp. 373-79.
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“Benedetto Croce, Literary Critic and Historian,” in Comparative Literature, 5 (1953), 75-82.
3. Antihistorical point of view
4. “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1917), in: Selected Essays (London, 1932), p. 14.
5. Historical sense
6. E.g. William K. Wimsatt, Jr., “History and Criticism: A Problematic Relationship,” in: The Verbal Icon
(Louisville, Ky., 1954), pp. 253-66.
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1. Aleksandr Veselovsky (1838-1906)
2. Historical poetics
3. Ethnographers
4. Syncretism
5. Animism
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- Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism: History-Doctrine (The Hague, 1955);
- B. M. Engel'gardt, A. N. Veselovsky (Petrograd, 1924);
- V. Zhirmunsky’s long introduction to Veselovsky, Istoricheskaya Poetika (Leningrad, 1940).
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1. Morphology

2. Literary types

3. Automatization

4. Actualization
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Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism: History-Doctrine (The Hague, 1955)

6. Jan Mukatovsky (1891-1957)

7. Polakova Vzenesenost prirody (Prague, 1934), p. 9. Reprinted in Kapitoly z ceske poetiky, 2 (Prague,
1948), 100-01.
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2. “Questions of the Study of Literature and Language”
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3. Philosophic de Tart
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Sholom J. Kahn, Science and Aesthetic Judgment. A Study of Taine’s Critical Method (New York, 1953).
5. R. G. Moulton
6. Inductive criticism
7. Emile Hennequin
8. On Moulton, see “Science in Criticism,” in J. M. Robertson, Essays towards a Critical Method (London,
1889), pp. 1-148. Emile Hennequin's La Critique scientifique (1888) was reviewed by Bru- netiere in
Questions de critique (Paris, 1889), pp. 297-324.
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- Ernst Troeltsch, Der Historismus und seine Probleme (Tubingen, 1922),
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- F.S. C. Northrop’s “Evolution in its Relation to the Philosophy of Nature and the Philosophy of Culture,”
in: Evolutionary Thought in America, ed. Stow Persons (New Haven, 1950), pp. 44-84,
- Hans Meyerhoff, Time in Literature (Berkeley, 1955).



