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Abstract  This essay treats the understanding of poetry, especially lyric poetry, 
as representation. The theme is developed partly as a historical survey, from the 
Classical Age to Romanticism and to Modernism, and through the history of 
aesthetics in Western terms. It offers critical scrutiny with the intention to explore 
a more justifiable theory of representation. Hopefully it may help to understand 
lyric poetry in historical contexts from Plato and Aristotle’s imitation theories, to 
Beardsley’s theory of illocutionary action and New Criticism. It is the image in 
lyric poetry that accounts for human action’s being represented. Poetic beauty is 
an illusionary reality, as that in painting, and the role of image has been widely 
appreciated in producing this beauty as verbal icon. Finally, I mention the 
connection between Western theorizing of poetry as representation and Chinese 
poetry and poetics in general. We see the possibility that the importance of lyric 
poetry as representation can encourage comparative literature and world 
literature, and a general theory of representation. These might be informative in 
Chinese literary studies, from a theoretical point of view. 
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Imitation and Representation 

Like many other topics in philosophy, poetry as representation can trace its 
sources back to Plato and Aristotle. It may be regretted that neither of their 
arguments for the theory of imitation stems from philosophers’ discussions about 
representation in contemporary contexts. Nevertheless, the imitation theory of 
poetry which originated from Plato and Aristotle (especially the latter) was for a 
long time influential from classical times to the neo-classical and Renaissance 
periods. The reasons why philosophers of art today talk about representation, not 
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imitation, may be diverse, but an important one is that the term “representation” 
for art predominantly refers to the visual, not to literature as a verbal art, not the 
least being poetry. It seems that the term “imitation” is outmoded or not qualified 
to be applied to arts in today’s circumstance, especially when creativity is 
emphasized and “imitation” seen as merely “copying.” There are confusions 
around “imitation” itself and around its relationship to “representation,” in the 
original sense and in today’s currency as well. 

I will explicate and in some extent argue that the “imitation” theory in the 
original sense is of the same meaning as “representation.” They were first 
seriously introduced into the topic of the poetic art in philosophy, namely, 
Aristotle’s Poetics. For clarity and for convenience, in my following discussions 
I will treat “imitation” as another name for “representation,” though with slight 
differences. Plato’s talking about art, or more specifically poetry, is scattered and 
casual, but it also deserves our attention when “imitation” is discussed. There are 
two reasons for this. 

First, Aristotle’s theory of imitation can be seen as a direct response to his 
teacher Plato’s somewhat dismissive attitude toward poetry in terms of imitation. 
In this way we get a better understanding of where the issue of imitation has 
come from, and thus to see better where the issue should go as regards 
philosophic importance. Second, Plato’s talking about imitation in places 
contains a hint of the relationship with the concept of “ideal beauty,” so it may be 
developed further into a more justifiable theory of poetry. 

As is known from the history of aesthetics, when the term “imitation” was first 
introduced into philosophical thinking about art, its application was generally in 
the fine arts, including poetry, painting, and music. The wide currency of 
“imitation” became a starting point for thinking about poetry in art, until 
romanticism’s strong claim for expression theory, a topic treated below. Yet 
expression theory does not necessarily rebut poetry’s content as imitation.  

In the following paragraphs, I will reconsider the issue of imitation in poetry, 
hoping to gain insight from an old term, and some understanding of the poem as 
representation. As Alex Neill has stated, “there are a number of interesting 
philosophical issues that arise at least as pressingly in connection with poetry as 
in other contexts.”1 One of the most pressing issues, as I understand it, is how 
philosophers deal with poetry in terms of “imitation” in the original sense, or 
“representation” as more popularly used. 

Before moving forward to details, for convenience I propose taking 
“representation” as verbal representation, not pictorial representation. Poetic 
representation often is recognized as having some intimate relationship to 
pictorial representation, as the famous saying “ut pictura poesis” goes. This 
                                                               
1 Alex Neill, “Poetry,” 605. 
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specific theme will be treated in the third part of this essay, “Verbal Icon.” 
Nevertheless, the effect of poetic representation is gained verbally, not visually, 
though also artistically, as with painting. So, when poetic representation is talked 
about, it is not in the sense of making something appear in one’s vision. In fact, it 
is in the sense of appearing experientially. 

I have said that “imitation” and “representation” in my treatment are 
synonymous, however they are slightly different. The difference is nominal, not 
essential. When “imitation” is used as in “imitation and representation,” it has 
followed tradition, ever since it was first philosophically talked about, but not in 
today’s manner of minimizing it as inert “copying.” When “representation” is 
brought up here, it conforms to current usage in philosophical arguments about 
art, though most often it is pictorial art. Conforming to the current use of 
“representation” does not mean, however, that it is only applied to a philosophy 
of pictorial art, nor does it justify the reduction of poetic representation to pictorial 
representation, even poetry to painting. It seems that there is some relation between 
the two arts and that we may learn something from painting in our approach to 
poetry.  

In brief, I treat with equal measure “imitation,” according to ancient 
philosophers, and “representation,” as a current philosophical topic concerning 
making something reappear in the senses. The two notions exist in poetry, in the 
context of how they make present, or manifest, or present again. It is in this way 
we come to “poem as representation.” 

 
The principle of poetry (and other arts): “imitation of beautiful nature.” 
                                     —Abbe Charles Batteux 
The Redress of Poetry: “tilting the scales of reality towards some 
transcendent equilibrium.”                     —Seamus Heaney 

 
As Alan Goldman has noted, the theory of imitation begins with Plato’s theory 

and directly connects itself to the imitation of visual experience as representation.2 
The term “imitation” can, however, be a starting point for imitation in poetry. In 
the case of Plato’s discussion, both poetry and painting are condemned as 
imitation of appearance, not of reality. Accordingly, Plato condemns the artists for 
only imitating things beautiful in their visual appearances, not in reality, thus in 
imitating they give up truth. Goldman concludes that Plato “takes such 
representation to consist in the imitation of visual experience, of the ways things 
appear to sight.”3  

One thing is clear. If poetry represents in an imitative way, what it imitates is 
                                                               
2 Alan H. Goldman, “Representation in Art,” 192–209. 
3 Ibid., 192. 
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not simply visual experience, and not things coming to sight, but to sense. It is 
better to go back to the theory of poetry as imitation when it was first discussed 
in the philosophical context, where it was somehow made equal to, if not the 
same as, the theory of painting as representation. When we explore poetic 
imitation and representation, it seems that we are thinking about a kind of 
linguistic representation to which poetry belongs, however in an artistic manner 
of pictorial representation. This stems back to Plato and Aristotle, both of whom 
“discuss art (particularly poetry and painting) in terms of the concept of mimesis 
(imitation).” “They were primarily concerned with poetry, and the notion of 
pictorial representation is introduced only as an example.”4 

A recurring theme in philosophical problems about poetry is how to deal with 
the relationship between the poem and its externalities. According to Plato, 
“imitative art” carries the sense of fine art. The imitator may copy the way the 
object looks, as seen from some point of view, thus he produces an apparent 
likeness, or a semblance. As is seen from Beardsley’s reading of Plato, it is this 
“imitation” in a narrower sense that is available in our talking about poetry as 
imitation and representation: “the making of deceptive semblance.”5 Thus poets 
are imitators and produce imitative art. And poetry is as an illusion. Following, 
Plato, poetry represents the idea only by means of imperfect imitation of the 
appearance. 

It should be borne in mind that when Plato speaks of poetry as imitation, he 
thinks of it as mainly dramatic poetry. The poets are dismissed in his ideal state 
on the ground that drama and tragedy, with their imitative human behavior, 
would harm the morals of the inhabitants. In Plato’s eye, moral elevation is the 
most important truth in terms of poetry. An art in and of itself, poetry must first 
of all contribute to the absolute moral value. At the end of his discussion of 
poetry in Book 10 of The Republic, a challenge (or invitation as one might call it) 
is addressed to someone who would like to defend poetry. If the arts of imitation 
can be proved to “exist in a well-ordered State we shall be delighted receive her.”6 

We turn to Aristotle. He follows the invitation and responds with his own 
theory of poetry, and as in Plato, it is discussed in the sense of drama, especially 
tragedy. Aristotle takes over from Plato the view that poetry is imitative or 
representative. Differently from Plato, he goes on to ask what poetry can imitate, 
however, without an absolute idea but instead with human nature. “Imitative 
crafts” in Aristotle’s analysis apply mostly to what we call “the Arts”—poetry, 
painting, sculpture, and music. The crafts of carpenters are no longer included in 
the category. Thus, poetry in Aristotle’s view deals with people in action, people 
                                                               
4 Rosalind Hursthouse, “Truth and Representation,” 241, 260. 
5 Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics from Classical Greece to the Present: A Short History, 36. 
6 Plato, The Republic, 607. 
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of either good or bad character. And the imitated are people with better-than-us 
character (tragedy), or worse-than-us character (comedy), or same-kind-as-us 
people. Later on he also distinguishes among those by claiming that tragedy and 
epic poetry represent serious actions, whereas comedy represents ridiculous ones.  

In this way Aristotle claims that tragedy is an imitation of a single action. This 
statement turns out to be of great significance, for it provides Aristotle a ground 
for claiming that “poetry is a more philosophical and more serious thing than 
history.”7 This notable apology for poetry may be the best known one among 
philosophers, and the most quoted one by poetry lovers who want to support him 
with an authentic statement. But it should be noted that the same remark about 
poetry’s status may well be read as a version in preference for the expression 
theory of poetry. As usually understood, expression theory of art (poetry being 
one category) claims that artworks express emotions or feelings. According to 
this theory, Aristotle’s statement is true, in that poetry express emotions that 
intrinsic and essential to human beings, however history just narrates deeds or 
actions that are extrinsic and accidental. For Aristotle himself, the remark here is 
made because poetry “tends to speak of universals, a history of particulars.”8  

In part, this has been Aristotle’s response to Plato’s challenge that poetry 
should be shown to have serious value and a claim to truth if it is to be practiced. 
For Aristotle, poetry has a claim to truth because the poet is a maker of plots, and 
in the representation of an action poetry can convey universal truths. These are 
serious claims for having serious value: they concern happiness and its opposites, 
and the ways in which these are bound up with action. Plato had demanded that 
the defender of poetry must show “not only that she is pleasant but also useful to 
States and to human life.”9 Aristotle’s response on behalf of tragic poetry argues 
that the serious truths of poetry indeed bring “lasting benefit.” In addition, Aristotle 
urges us to remember that, “there is not the same standard of correctness in the art 
of civic life as in that of poetry, nor is there in any other art as in that of poetry.”10 

So what exactly is this “correctness” that is peculiar to poetry as an art? Is it 
just another name of the general truth that he speaks of? Is poetic truth gained 
just by means of poetic representation? Or should we only call it “correctness,” 
or something else, not truth in any way relevant to a philosophical absolute? 
Should we have in mind poetry’s very domain and limits and qualifications as 
such, while pursuing its own justification? The answer is not very clear with 
Aristotle, but he has already come to talk about truth in human life through 
tragedy’s representation. Poetic truth in human life is referred to more in the 
practical sense, which is a practice “in which we unhesitatingly connect talk 
                                                               
7 Aristotle, Poetics, 51b1. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Plato, The Republic, 607. 
10 Aristotle, Poetics, 60b7. 
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about truth and the understanding of life and human nature with works of art, not 
only without specifying what truth or what understanding is meant, but without 
expecting to be able to do so.”11 

By now, Plato’s talk about imitation of appearances and Aristotle’s talk about 
imitation of people in action are regarded to be the classic imitation theories 
concerning poetry (and art in general). The metaphysics of Plato’s “idea” or 
“form” are different from and rivaled by Aristotle’s “nature,” but both premises 
are imitation. Imitation theory comes near to the dramatic representation in our 
time, with tragedy as the poetic example.  

My stated aim, earlier, was to pursue this topic in terms of lyric poetry. Thus, 
one may ask why I concentrate on Plato’s and Aristotle’s writings? There are two 
reasons. First of all, it is evident that Aristotle had originally actually discussed 
lyric poetry, but that part is now missing. Nevertheless we may infer from his 
other writings about poetry that he treats lyric and dramatic poetry in the same 
category as poetic art, as he does poetry with other arts as imitative art. It may be 
left for us to argue for or against imitation theory as it applies to lyric poetry, by 
melding this with arguments for or against the unity of dramatic poetry, narrative 
poetry (epic), and lyric poetry.  

The starting point of poetry seen as imitation may be used as a critical premise 
for us to argue about how imitation-representation flowed into problems of lyric 
poetry. Does poetic representation still hold under the dominant ideas of the lyric 
age? If it does, what contribution does it make to the understanding of lyric poetry, 
or what version of the imitation theory may be available for such appreciation? If 
it does not, a more interesting question peculiar to lyric poetry arises. 

Lyric poetry gained great power and influence since the Romantic Age; for 
now, it is simply another name for poetry, especially “pure” poetry. So, if the 
theory of imitation is unnatural to, or incompatible with, lyric poetry, does the 
disqualification consist in the unchangeable historical time before the Romantic 
Age? Especially when we also know that the expression theory of poetry 
prevailed in the role of lyric poetry from Romanticism till modern times. 

Above, I mentioned that Aristotle analyses poetic representation in some ways 
practically, as talking about it in relation to human action and nature. Plato’s theory 
of beauty may be seen as an Aristotelian justification of poetic representation. 
Therefore the question is that if a comprehensive theory of poetic representation 
is to be gained, it may be well for us to consider Plato’s “beauty” and Aristotle’s 
“nature” synthetically. Through such comprehensiveness, we it may be hoped 
that it may afford more articulate understanding of poetry as an art.  

I have talked above about poetic imitation in the sense of artistic representation. 
There is another kind of imitation which is more distant from representation, 
                                                               
11 Rosalind Hursthouse, “Truth and Representation,” 259. 
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namely, the imitation found in classical paradigmatic poetry. This imitation 
usually is divided into two categories: poetic theme and poetic style. Both were 
popular in the time between the classical era and the Renaissance, when writers 
turned back intensely to classic models. Thus, the term imitation in the second 
though rare sense is used “to indicate the relation of one literary work to another 
literary work which served as its model.”12 Imitation in this sense is almost 
outdated and cast off by poets and critics, even philosophers who correctly insist 
upon the originality and creativity in poetry writing.  

In fact, there is also the revival of Aristotelian imitation. Despite the 
old-fashionedness of imitation in modern poetry, the school of Chicago Critics in 
the last half century has revived the term, and has made a systematic analysis of 
poetry with its source in the Poetics. Taking into account the competing status of 
the Chicago Critics and the New Critics, Aristotle’s method of regarding poetry as 
imitating human action plays a great role. The issue seems more interesting from 
its purely historical context. The two types of criticism have made claims for the 
autonomy of poetry as an art, and both have inherited analytic tools from Aristotle, 
but they also tend to deny the other its valid approach to poetic understanding. This 
problem should be dealt with further by theorists in relation to poetic form. 

Representation of Illocutionary Action 

The Truest Poetry is the Most Feigning 
                                          —Wystan H. Auden 
To become mature is to recover that sense of seriousness which one had as a 
child at play. 
                                          —F. W. Nietzsche  

 
The thesis of poetic representational beauty, as above, has left us many 

arguments that can offer compelling bases. It provided experienced and 
well-articulated common ground for philosophers, as well as among poets and 
poetry critics. Historical evidence points to a real possibility that it may have 
developed from philosophers’ treatments of poetic practice per se, not just 
dramatic and epic poetry, but, most deservingly, lyric poetry. Here I will argue 
that lyric poetry itself endorses this kind of possibility in the modern sense, as it 
comes to be regarded as the very paradigm of poetry, or “pure poetry.” 

Monroe C. Beardsley helps us to see lyric poetry as a representation of 
illocutionary action. The theory of illocutionary action as speech act was 
previously developed by John Austin and John Searle in their works on 
                                                               
12 Meyer H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, 123. 
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philosophy of language. It is Beardsley who introduces and develops this into an 
understanding of poetry as art in a philosophical sense. It is an undoubted fact 
that poetry comprises language—and this can be ordinary language, as used 
generally. Facing this fact, poets often have to admit the dilemma of their status 
as auteurs, such that “Lots of people are willing to admit that they do not 
understand painting or music, but very few indeed who have been to school and 
learned to read advertisements will admit that they do not understand English.”13   

Nevertheless, it is also a fact that poets themselves, also poetry critics and 
philosophers, treat poetry seriously as an art, although differently from their 
different points of view. So, what about the theory of illocutionary action may be 
applied to philosophy of poetry, especially lyric poetry? It is generally agreed 
that lyric poetry has been traditionally regarded to be at the center of expression 
theory of poetry. Even philosophical discussion about poetry, like the notable 
definition by Mill, is influenced by Wordsworth’s view of poetry as “spontaneous 
flow of feeling.” A tribute should be paid to Wordsworth and his lyric statement 
about poetry. It is he and his romantic contemporaries who gave poetry an 
enormous legacy since then. Even after the attacks of modernists and 
postmodernists, Frank Kermode could publish his influential Romantic Image in 
1957, with great figures such as Yeats and Eliot receiving convincing treatment. 

The romantic expression-theory has often been simplified or exaggerated when 
being attacked. But expression theory of poetry deserves a careful treatment in 
respect to theoretical strictness. If treated thus, expression theory can keep the 
historical importance it has gained. We should note that expression theory and 
representation theory as generally demarcated in philosophy of art may be well 
incorporated into a plural approach to the poem’s wholeness in presentation, or a 
presentation theory, as one may call it. 

In this sense, a poem is somewhat like a Leibnizian monad, with representation 
and expression as but two windows that are familiar to people’s normal 
comprehension. However, the poem itself should not be restricted to these two in 
any conclusive way. Such an incorporated presentation theory of poetry might be, 
justifiably, an aesthetic way to poetic understanding. Poetry itself, however, 
should be the original and ultimate entity that we pursue philosophically, every 
time we think about it and every time we come to it as an art work. In this way, 
we have T. S. Eliot’s:  

 
The only wisdom we can hope to achieve 
Is the wisdom of humility. Humility is endless.  

 
It is exactly this kind of “humility” that connects itself to poetry as a serious 

                                                               
13 Wystan H. Auden, The Dyer’s Hand and Other Essays, 15. 
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enterprise in its own wholeness; and it is this “humility” that suggests sincerity 
and authority in a poem’s presentation, whether as representation or expression. 
This type of “humility” is especially notable in modern poetry. It is observed 
clearly in one critic’s eye that the “wisdom” in terms of a necessary “humility” 
would “secure Eliot’s pre-eminence as a modern poet; and in the longer term, it 
was to secure the authority of ‘humility’ as poetry’s distinguishing 
characteristic.”14 

We must note that “humility” has a sense as a kind of respect for others and a 
self-consciousness of itself. In addition, “humility” has an important sense 
concerning representational beauty, and it is from the representation of 
illocutionary action that beauty comes. This is claimed by Beardsley, although he 
mentions no direct “beauty” when referring to illocutionary action as represented 
by poetry. But along the way, his philosophy of art is centered on aesthetics, 
which is by its name is linked to the study of beauty ever since the eighteenth 
century; moreover, Beardsley brings this out in his multiple works that treat 
aesthetics. Thus we may use the idea of illocutionary action as being bound 
meaningfully to representational beauty. 

Beardsley’s claim that lyric poetry is a representation of illocutionary action 
follows the example of Wordsworth’s sonnet, when the poet talks of England: 

 
She is a fen 
Of stagnant waters: altar, sword, and pen, 
Fireside, the heroic wealth of hall and bower, 
Have forfeited their ancient English dower 
Of inward happiness. 

 
Beardsley’s view is that, “in writing these words, Wordsworth was 

representing an illocutionary action of castigating England.”15 “Illocutionary 
action,” as he understands it, is from Austin and others, especially Richard 
Ohmann, who is mentioned as having carefully worked out the applicability of 
illocutionary action theory to literature. Thus, when a literary utterance occurs 
conforming to “a set of linguistic rules that specify the conditions required for 
that sort of act to be performed: rules about the nature of the speaker, the hearer, 
the situation,” the utterance is representing an “illocutionary action.”16  

When this theory is applied to poetry, the speaker in a poem is regarded as 
performing illocutionary actions, since poetry consists in language and is a form 
                                                               
14 Peter McDonald, Serious Poetry: Form and Authority from Yeats to Hill, 125. 
15 Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics from Classical Greece to the Present: A Short History, 
193. 
16 Ibid., 54. 
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of speech, written or spoken. Poetry is read mostly from a fictional point of view, 
so the speaker is representing the illocutionary actions, and not actually 
performing them. In this respect, there are not genuine illocutionary actions in a 
poem as in ordinary language usages, but “make-believe,” as “the making of 
deceptive semblance” in some way like Plato’s understanding of poetry, without 
Plato’s disparagement of it. 

It may be claimed that poetry in this sense of representing illocutionary action, 
and if justifiable in Beardsley’s sense, may be a way toward its artistic autonomy. 
Eliot has made it clear that poetry is its own thing, not something else. “The poet, 
when he talks or writes about poetry, has peculiar qualifications and peculiar 
limitations.”17 Recognizing his qualifications and limitations as a poet, he may 
then do his own business of poetry, without challenges from outside that realm. 

Among these challenges, the most demanding is poetry’s claim for truth. 
People who are bewildered at this might well ask: what would poetry do without 
truth to help its reputation as something important and autonymous? Readers 
who engage with poetry usually find that they find in it truth. Even poets 
themselves sometimes make a point of having a truth at the center of their poetry. 
Truth, however, must be carefully denoted, since there is the term “truth” that is 
used in our actions and their relationship to surrounding affairs. 

Since “truth” is not an absolute, thus so-called “truth in poetry” would belong 
to some category or other. Another way to approach this is to use another term to 
talk about poetry, without the overarching “truth” which usually requires that 
poetry submits itself to the orthodox domain of science and philosophy. In this 
circumstance we come to the representation of illocutionary action, and again 
confront the perennial debate between Plato and Aristotle. Poetry as 
representations of illocutionary action may support the second way—where we 
look for another term.  

Thus Beardsley suggests, “a poem might be characterized, or even defined, as 
the imitation of a compound illocutionary act,” and adds that “‘Imitation’ must be 
taken here in what might be called its ‘depicting’ rather than ‘portrayal’ sense.”18 
Then, “imitation” in poetry comes once more from Aristotle’s tragic poetry and 
then into lyric poetry; with it is a fictional point of view toward the imitated, 
something perhaps not occurring previously. Though “imitation” in the usual 
sense now is nearly equivalent to “copy,” with nothing, or little, serious in 
relation to the creativity in artistic actions, it is not the root sense of Plato and 
Aristotle when they say poetry imitates beauty or actions in human nature.  

It is this kind of poetic imitation that we saw in Beardsley’s suggestion, in the 
sense of “make-believe,” wherein poetry imitates the speech acts which may or 
                                                               
17 Thomas. S. Eliot, On Poetry and Poets, 26. 
18 Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics from Classical Greece to the Present: A Short History, 55. 
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may not be found in reality. To exist or not does not matter in poetry’s effect of 
representational beauty, which resides in human nature and all possibilities of 
experience. If this must be called a version of truth, at best we might call it truth 
in general, or truth about life. This kind of truth in general is made on the ground 
that we understand life as “the fullness of experience,” with all its ambiguities 
and indeterminacies that call out for justification in everyday life. It is true that 
“ambiguities and indeterminacies” themselves are not confusions about what 
truth is. Some theorists call this truth “intuitive truth,” which is absent from the 
systematic truths of science and philosophy, but nevertheless it is valid and 
rational, as Plato in his Ion has referred to the poet as from divine inspiration.19 

It may be so, but truth in this way has become far distant from the way 
thinkers proclaim “truth” as prevalent in thought systems. Keeping in mind the 
economy and clarity of method as proposed in Ockham’s Razor, then if we can 
consider poetry as an equally accountable, even more compelling condition with 
such a variety of truth, it would make certain progress in our understanding 
poetry as a new sort of truth. In this way the “representation of illocutionary 
action” supplies a helping hand, since it has introduced us into poetry’s own 
practice, wherein the “make-believe” is enjoyed as a work of art itself.  

As Auden and Nietzsche have remarked, poetry is a “feigning,” whose 
seriousness is like that of “a child at play.” The play itself as seriously performed 
is a justification for poetry, with aesthetic satisfaction and enjoyment as “… the 
kind of activity which arouses devotion,” as Stein Olsen concludes in the last 
sentence of his treatment of literary understanding.20 Even Nietzsche’s radical 
declaration is valid: “we have art so that we are not undone by truth [damit wir 
nicht an der Wahrheit zu Grunde gehn].”21 We may well not agree with the 
extreme separation from truth, but in great part it is correct to see poetry as 
something different, or limited. We may call it truth, in so far as we take the 
sense that we may call illusion reality. Here, Gombrich’s Art and Illusion may 
have its counterpart as “Poetry and Illusion,” about which the representation of 
illocutionary action may be seen as a justification, as debatable as that is, 
especially when it is intended to be applied to lyric poetry as Beardsley attempted. 

This theory is worth considering, as it may be seen as based on an Aristotelian 
imitation theory of dramatic poetry. As a philosopher, Beardsley has elaborate 
                                                               
19 The “intuitive truth” proponents are many. For a recent and interesting example see Cleanth 
Brooks as a literary critic, 1947: The Well Wrought Urn and Croce’s works on aesthetics as a 
philosopher. Both can find their places in claiming for poetry’s relation to life, with a general 
truth as usually called, and with no strict definitions. 
20 Stein H. Olsen, The Structure of Literary Understanding, 223. 
21 Quotation is from http://www.nietzschecircle.com/nietzsche_essaysb.html. This aphorism is 
also quoted as an epigraph to Wystan H. Auden’s The Dyer’s Hand, as “We have Art in order 
that we may not perish from Truth.” 
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studies on poetry criticism, and his collaborative work with W. K. Wimsatt has 
been widely recognized, especially by the New Critics. As is known, Wimsatt is 
regarded as one of the central figures in the New Criticism, the school which has 
rigorously argued that the dramatic pattern applies to all poetry, not just dramatic 
poetry, but also “even short lyrics or descriptive pieces, involves a dramatic 
organization…. In this sense every poem can be—and in fact must be—regarded 
as a little drama.”22    

Thus, it seems that Beardsley’s understanding lyric poetry as a representation 
of illocutionary action has specific relevance with the practice of poetry criticism. 
Although the New Criticism has later been much criticized, together with attacks 
on certain dramatic schemes in lyric poetry, it is better for us to consider if 
philosophers’ arguments can give new light on these issues concerning poetry. 
Literary scholars have proposed to reappraise the New Criticism, after so much 
criticisms of it.23 Imitation theory here would be a vehicle by which to assess the 
degree that poetry is considered a feigning that refrains from truth and that 
presents beauty by representing illocutionary actions.  

If lyric poetry is, and is appropriate, to be understood as representation of 
illocutionary action, then a question arises. Literature as a kind of art is 
traditionally accepted as fictive, especially novels, which deal primarily with 
fictional characters and events placed into narratives. However, poetry, lyric 
poetry in particular, does not belong to this same kind of fiction. Then, what can 
we say about representation in poetry, especially if we claim something peculiar 
to poetry? Does this peculiar representation reside in the peculiar illocutionary 
actions that are most agreeable to poetry’s artistic capacity? Or does it reside 
somewhere else? If so, where?  

M. H. Abrams has stated that a lyric is a “fairly short poem, consisting of the 
utterance by a single speaker, who expresses a state of mind or a process of 
perception, thought, and feeling.”24 From this we can see that lyric poetry as 
such is directly connected to the speaker’s inner state and expression. It is the 
orthodox view of lyric, linking it to expression, not representation as discussed 
above. But it may be translated into the terms of representation, based on our 
agreement with Nelson Goodman’s conventionalism. Agreement is not difficult 
here, since language is generally taken to be a conventional system, and 
“Nothing is intrinsically a representation; status as representation is relative to 
symbol system.”25 

In Aristotle’s talking about tragedy and drama, speakers usually are addressing 
                                                               
22 Cleanth Brooks and Robert P. Warren, Understanding Poetry, 20. 
23 For the latest, see David Garrick ed., Praising It New: The Best of the New Criticism. 
24 Meyer H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, 146. 
25 Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art, 226. 
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other persons; in lyric, however, the speaker is musing in solitude. Because of the 
dramatic or the narrative characteristics, dramatic poetry and narrative poetry 
come close the sort of fiction we see in novels and dramas, though still being 
poetry. How should we understand this? Illocutionary action may be seen as such 
a transformative scheme that tries to treat lyric in terms of its dramatic essential. 
We have witnessed such a theory from Greek to modern times, one that has been 
connecting itself to the old imitation theory of poetry. Thus the question is: does 
this kind of conventionalism work well for lyrics?  

When “illocutionary action” is philosophically argued by Austin and Searle, it 
is in the context of ordinary language. When “illocutionary action” is introduced 
by Ohmann and Beardsley, it is within the domain of literature in general, mainly 
fiction. Beardsley believes that “it in fact provides a sufficient condition for a 
discourse to be a literary work, though not necessarily a good one.”26 We may 
well agree with this but at the same time hold back any total sort of devotion to 
the theory while we are reasoning out the argument. 

It may be asked if such a generalized theory has anything important to say 
about poetry, especially when seeking individuality within individual poems. 
Will the reader doing that, as a would-be appreciator, finds support in the 
“illocutionary action” that is claimed to be represented in the poem? Illocutionary 
action theory cannot merely be imposed upon the poem. There might possibly be 
a burden if it is not able to be justified from an aesthetic standpoint. 

The question may arise in pastoral poetry and love poetry, two major 
subgenres of lyric, though not strictly defined as such. When the only speaker in 
the poem passionately or plaintively addresses a lover, or describes a beautiful 
landscape, we are not inclined to think that the speaker is addressing the audience, 
as actors on stage do. In love poetry, there are just the speaker and the lover. In 
pastoral poetry, there may even be no visible hearer except flora, fauna, and 
topography, which can be taken figuratively as our fellows. Poetry written and 
intoned is nothing like a novel’s being written and read. When we read novels, 
we are gradually involved in the characters and their doings as if we are 
confronting actual affairs among people. 

In novels, the representation of illocutionary action is best embodied in the 
normal way that we engage with characters’ comings and goings and what seems 
to be building as their fates. However in poetry, we cannot engage with matters 
of human lives in that way, since there is but one character, or allusively really no 
more than two or three—a very limited number. The space of action is usually 
limited to a single point at one time, as the speaker meditates upon something 
that occurs at the moment. In this sense, Austin may be correct in suggesting that 
poetry is one of the “etiolations” of language, in which we have only speaker, 
                                                               
26 Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics from Classical Greece to the Present: A Short History, 55. 
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invisible listener, and the space between them. 
The “etiolations” of language in poetry may be a correct way to proceed, in 

that the “illocutionary action” being represented in poetry becomes in this sense 
somewhat dimmed and meager, as in the case of Shelley’s “Skylark” or Keats’ 
“Nightingale.” According to the illocutionary action theory, Shelley’s poem is a 
representation: if a skylark was present and it could understand English, the 
poem as a verbal utterance would actually be an illocutionary action. However, 
the question is: what does this kind of illocutionary action, as represented, 
contribute to our understanding “Skylark” the way Shelley intends, as he presents 
it to us? It has been argued that representation has no direct relation to truth (note 
the discussion of Plato, above). Indeed poems as such usually put their 
statements in contradictory pose to those of science, even common sense, and a 
skylark obviously does not understand English, nor does the nightingale mourn 
the passage of time. 

Then any appreciation must not be in the recognizing of the illocutionary 
action being represented, although we should keep in mind that we still recognize 
the need to work out the theory that we believe will bring an approach to 
literature and poetry. In this case, we have to say that the illocutionary action 
theory does not provide an absolutely full account of poetry, or specifically, of 
lyric poetry. It is far from enough, as ”Skylark” shows, for in lyric poetry, the 
illocutionary action itself is only in the background, not as in the situation of 
drama and the novel. 

So it comes to the point that illocutionary action theory is not a complete and 
utter answer to our understanding lyric poetry. Nevertheless, we are not accusing 
this theory as if it were a complete failure. Illocutionary action as represented, 
not performed in the poem, seems to come into play the more the poem realizes 
its distance from Platonic truth. Thus one inference from the theory shows that a 
poet’s intention has no direct relationship to a poem’s presenting a particular 
representation. There is a certain anti-intentionalism behind a poem’s presentation 
of itself as an object of art.  

According to Beardsley, such a claim is derived from the “distinction between 
a failure to perform an illocutionary action and a refraining from one,”27 
moreover, poetry is a refraining enterprise. Here as in other places, Goodman’s 
conventionalism plays a role in constructing the theory. Representation in poetry 
is understood as a kind of indefinite reference. In this kind of representation, 
“what is represented is not this or that X, but an X,” which has at least two 
elements involved: “a form of synecdoche, or letting part stand for whole, and a 
transformation that might be called the ‘detachment of reference.’”28 It can stand 
                                                               
27 Ibid., 192. 
28 Ibid. 
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for as far as Goodman’s conventionalism goes. When a symbol system is 
accepted, the representations and references need not be intended as such, since 
the conventional forms will recognize them and handle them accordingly. 
Language is such a conventional system, and poetry has over a long period become 
accustomed to it, following its rules. 

Beardsley admits that this kind of poetic representation is not so much an 
interpretation. He suggests that “It is the precise nuances of the illocutionary 
actions in the poem, the delicate shadings and subtle distinctions, that may call 
for comment.”29 It is the “elusiveness” of poetry that really matters in our 
understanding and appreciation, not just explanation and explication. Explanation 
is surely a prerequisite for explication, but it is necessary only in an introductory 
sense. As Eliot puts it, explanation leads us to the door, but we have to find our 
way into the understanding of poetry as presenting beauty as relates to an artistic 
mind, whatever that may be. In this way, it may be said that the illocutionary 
action represented in lyric poetry is only of a very limited kind, and a peculiar 
kind of action as a context and background, like a painting to be approached as it 
is. It must have something else instead of “etiolations” to give it life, as paint on 
canvas, and a mere water drop going into a wandering water course, to have a 
form to be enjoyed.  

Thus there is an analogy between poetry and painting, and an image in 
between those, since either language or color may be presented as art. If we shift 
our sight for a little while from poetry to life, we will find that the history of 
culture in a broader dimension has done something similar to the way poetry acts 
to present itself in art. That is: an image is pursued, from an illusion construed or 
a point of view, and the image comes about notwithstanding the characters and 
the actions they are performing, whether realistically or meditatively. It is the 
image, not the actions, that represents our “aboutness” concerning life in the 
world. In Burckhardt’s The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, we find that 
these images have been pursued historically and have parts to play in poetic art. 
This brings us to the Verbal Icon.  

Verbal Icon: Image and Representation 

The knowledge imposes a pattern and falsifies, 
For the pattern is new in every moment. 
                                —Thomas S. Eliot, “East Coker” 
 
It seems, as one becomes older, 

                                                               
29 Monroe C. Beardsley, “Intentions and Interpretations: A Fallacy Revived,” 194. 
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That the past has another pattern, and ceases 
   To be a mere sequence—  
Or even development. 
                           — Thomas S. Eliot, “The Dry Salvages” 

 
The phrase “Verbal Icon” here is from W. K. Wimsatt, though it might have 

developed among other writers before or parallel with him. For example, we 
have the famous Horace quotation: “Ut Pictura Poesis” (as is painting, so is 
poetry). Wimsatt proclaimed, “The verbal image which most fully realizes its 
verbal capacities is that which is not merely a bright picture (in the usual modern 
meaning of the term image) but also an interpretation of reality in its metaphoric 
and symbolic dimensions. Thus, The Verbal Icon.”30 This leads to a thesis that 
poetic representation can be justified or understood in some important respect 
through its artistic relationship to pictorial representation. 

As has been mentioned, in Plato and Aristotle’s discussions, both poetry and 
painting are the “imitative” arts. Plato holds that they imitate but are far from 
absolute beauty, whereas Aristotle claims that they imitate actions with human 
nature. We have argued that the two ways of talking about poetic imitation can be 
merged: poetry imitates actions in human nature. 

In discussing the Aristotelian theory of imitation, with tragedy as a paradigm 
and its application to lyric poetry, I have argued that lyric’s very solitude and 
refrainment has confined itself to the limited or peculiar actions. The representation 
of illocutionary action should make a specific space for lyric poetry if it can allow 
a meditative action as being represented, since the meditative action is different 
enough from actions on stage or in story. Put it another way, we may say that it is 
the image in lyric poetry that accounts for action. Poetic beauty becomes an 
illusionary reality as with painting, and the role of image has been widely 
recognized and appreciated in producing this kind of beauty. 

An impressionist painter, Walter Sickert, in 1889 famously defined his 
impressionism: “Essentially and firstly it is not realism. It is not occupation in a 
struggle to make intensely real and solid the sordid or superficial details of the 
subjects it selects. It accepts, as the aim of the picture, what Edgar Allen Poe 
asserts to be the sole legitimate province of the poem, beauty.”31 Here we can 
see a kinship with Poe’s approaching beauty as “the province of the poem,” 
which is clearly stated in “The Philosophy of Composition”: beauty is meant as 
“not a quality, as is supposed, but an effect—they refer, in short, just to that 
intense and pure elevation of soul.”32 So what about the relationship between 
                                                               
30 W. K.Wimsatt, The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry, x, italics Wismatt’s. 
31 David P. Corbett, English Art, 1860–1914: Modern Artists and Identity, 151. 
32 E. Allen Poe, “The Philosophy of Composition,” 164. 
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“beauty as the sole legitimate province of the poem” and the “representational 
beauty” discussed above? 

“Beauty as an effect” in Poe’s view seems appealing to the “expression view” 
of poetry, though of course this considers the emotion of the poet, not that of the 
reader. Expression will be explored below, but a fact that can hardly be denied is 
that poetry comes along with emotion and feeling, although having emotion and 
feeling alone is certainly not a sufficient condition of poetry. We may say that the 
poetic creation is with emotion and in some way imitates the actions of human 
nature, and transforms the actions imitated into beauty. 

However, insofar as there is a relationship between image and impression, it is 
not very clear how beauty gains a proper place. Impression seems rather a 
subjective and psychological matter, but image is neutral, at least as it comes to 
the eyes as a visual object. As an 18th century literary theorist, Erasmus Darwin, 
says, “the Poet writes principally to the eye.”33  

In a similar spirit, Ezra Pound’s “imagism” may offer a clue, as his “imagism” 
is intended to be an objective enterprise as a presentation. At the outset of 
Pound’s “A Retrospect,” he proposes three principles of “imagism” in modern 
poetry, among which the first and second are directly related to poetry’s 
presentation within image: “1. Direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective 
or objective. 2. To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the 
presentation.” An “image” for him is “that which presents an intellectual and 
emotional complex in an instant of time.”34 This statement about image is 
critically like that of T. E. Hulme, whose philosophical and poetical work has 
been regarded as an inspiration to the imagists. In his essay “Romanticism and 
Classicism,” Hulme has claimed that the language of poetry is “a visual concrete 
one…Images in verse are not mere decorations, but the very essence of an 
intuitive language.”35 These are “images” as claimed by poets and poetic-minded 
philosophers. “In a Station of the Metro” by Pound is generally accepted as the 
finest of imagist poems, through which we may consider the “imagist” theory:  

  
The apparition of these faces in the crowd;  
Petals on a wet, black bough. 

 
When we read the poem, it feels as if we are seeing into a sketch of the metro 

and are surrounded by arriving impressions. The brevity itself conforms to the 
principal tenets of the imagist movement, namely, compression, precision and 
concision. Historically, the movement shared much with the world of painters of 
                                                               
33 William K.Wimsatt and Cleanth Brooks, Literary Criticism: A Short History, 257. 
34 Ezra Pound, “A Retrospect,” 58–59. 
35 Thomas E. Hulme, Speculations: Essays on Humanism and the Philosophy of Art, 134–35. 
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that time; in fact, Pound was friends with notable figures of the Dadaist and 
Surrealist, and other, experimentive movements. The focus on the “thing” as 
“thing” in an attempt at a single image that reveals its essence has made Pound 
come up in discussions of related movements like “vorticism,” which tried to 
capture movement in images. 

As for the imagist, more of the concern is with poetic form and technique in 
order to achieve the immediate effect which arises from the closest possible 
association of word and object. This concern has influenced the formalist poetics 
of critics like Eliot, Richards, and Ransom, about whom more should be 
discussed in research on the “New Criticism.” I bring them up here as a witness 
for the intimacy of lyric poetry apropos to painting. This is why impressionist 
painting has claimed that its province is beauty, as we claim for poetry. The 
consciousness of a moment can be transformed into an artwork whether it is 
poetry or painting.  

With Pound’s concept of the “presentation” of an image, it is recalled that 
Henry James insisted that the writer should “show” rather than “tell,” and 
Archibald MacLeish claimed that “A poem should not mean / But be.” In this 
respect, the analogy to painting is furthered, since a painting has much to do with 
“to be” and “to show.” According to such a view, a poem is created as a single 
entity, and an impression is effectively presented through an image. As in the 
painting, the poem might represent human actions and events, but this kind of 
representation is unlike representation in the novel or realistic narration. Poetic 
representation of human action has centered itself on one instant moment among 
the actions. When one point is centered, the other actions dim, as backgrounds 
for the image, though they still are actions. Stephen Spender was quoted as 
having observed that the imagist movement in poetry provided the archetype for 
modern creative procedure, one in which the impression and image interact, 
leading toward artistic balance. 

The similarity between the two arts, especially concerning the modernists, has 
shed light on our understanding of lyric poetry. In the system of poetic 
representation as recognized, we should think of it in respect of its image effect, 
that is, beauty as presented to us. Since representation is in the strictest sense not 
necessarily true to reality, then often this kind of representation is illusion, which 
constructs its an object as a reality. We appreciate poetry in imagist terms as with 
painting, but at the same time we should have in mind the difference between the 
two.  

Lessing, in his Laokoon, has made it clear that poetry deals with time and 
painting with space. There are many other declarations about this difference, 
though generally these are concerned with poetry in general, not lyric poetry in 
particular. Maybe one dimension should be noted: it is that of the three genres of 
poetry, it is dramatic poetry and narrative poetry that incline to performance and 
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narration respectively, whereas lyric poetry to direct presentation, which links it 
to painting. In Mill’s words, the peculiarity of poetry is just in that it acts “by 
offering interesting objects of contemplation to the sensibilities.” When he talks 
about poetry it is precisely lyric poetry. When he sneers at the so-called poetry 
lovers who seek fictitious narrative in poetry, he states that they are rarely poetry 
lovers, because poetry “is the delineation of the deeper and more secret workings 
of human emotion.”36 

Mill’s concept of poetry is notably in the camp of expression theory, because 
he has been mostly influenced by Wordsworth. Whether or not Mill is putting the 
weight of his definition onto the emotional side of poetry is another question, 
though generally expression theory as a product of romanticism has largely been 
misunderstood as emotional overabundance, which is said to take its origin from 
Wordsworth’s famous claim that “Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of 
powerful feelings.” In fact, critics have pointed out that romanticism can be read 
as “a progenitor of theoretical formalism.”37 Romanticists and modernists have 
shared a belief in poetry as “organic form.” Poetry’s image effect and its 
representation of human actions in the external world have something similar to 
the principles in Wordsworth’s “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads, where innovation 
and creation are strongly proposed. 

In some sense we can say that poets’ appealing to and arguing for “pure” 
poetry is part of the trend toward the image as revealed in lyric poetry. It is also 
in close relationship with those elements of lyric poetry that deal with the 
expression theme. Lyric poetry has been gaining its particularities through 
painting. Meanwhile, it has been holding to poetic meaning in the semantic sense, 
where painting itself does not reside. 

Above, I have argued for the import of lyric poetry as representation in 
Western terms. It is generally acknowledged that Chinese poetry, traditional, 
modern and contemporary, is mainly lyric poetry, which is seen from the large 
majority of Chinese poems. Meanwhile, the lyricalness is well confirmed by 
China’s own poets, critics, and theorists. To name only a few: Wang Wei’s 
“painting in poetry, and poetry in painting,” Liu Xie’s discussion of “Shensi” 
(spirit thinking) in Wenxin diaolong (The literary mind and carving of dragons), 
and Mu Dan’s modern lyrics. In one word, Chinese poetry has long been 
regarded seriously as a paradigm of a lyric culture, especially so by Western 
modernists, Ezra Pound being the most enthusiastic. For Pound, Chinese 
traditional poetry, in particular that of the Tang era, was the early forerunner of 
the imagist movement. However, Chinese theoretics about lyric poetry are 
comparatively not well recognized in the West, although in recent years Western 
                                                               
36 John Stuart Mill, “What Is Poetry.” 
37 Susan J. Wolfson, “Romanticism and the Question of Poetic Form,” 140. 
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academics have paid more attention to Eastern literary terms, especially in the 
approaches taken in comparative literature. For those Westerners, Chinese 
theories might be an impetus for a new understanding of Western poetry. For 
Chinese, a Western criticism of poetry as representation could give our researches 
increased perspective.  

As discussed in this article, Plato, Aristotle and Beardsley were all philosophers 
and aesthetes in the analytic tradition, which if investigated in tandem with 
Chinese thinking would further our critical reflections and contributions to 
comparative literature and world literature.38 In this respect, through a historical 
and analytical survey of Western theorizing, my essay has suggested a general 
theory of poetry as representation, that is, lyric poetry as representation, the 
image of which represents human action in an illocutionary way. Moreover, it 
accounts for a kind of poetic beauty as illusionary reality and artistic truth. 
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