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My idea is that European literature has been

vibrating for two or three centuries now between

what we ordinarily describe as scientific ideas

and what we may roughly call poetry, using

poetry in a wide sense to cover prose as well as

verse. The Romantic movement of the beginning
of the nineteenth century was, among other
things, a reaction against a kind of literature--
-such as the poetry of Pope---which had been
deeply affected by the mechanistic ideas of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century physics.

The Romantics succeeded in swinging literature

back in the other direction, and they swung

it too far. Presently, mechanistic ideas were
given a new impetus from biology, evolution,
etc.: the pendulum swung in the other direction
and , in highly developed naturalistic artists
like Flaubert and Ibsen, you got something that
really corresponded to the neo-classicism of
Pope. Naturalism (what we loosely call “realism”
) eventually became, however, what eighteenth-

century neo-classicism had been, a menace to

literature: by its ideal of scientific documentation,

it was tending to banish the imagination.

Symbolism was a second sing of the pendulum
in the same direction as Romanticism: we have
now arrived with this second movement just
above where they were with Romanticism a

hundred years ago' .
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