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THE PROBLEM OF PERIODIZATION IN LITERARY STUDIES

by URr MARGOLIN

The article is concerned with an attempt to propose a
clear definition of “a literary period” and with some
of the methodological problems arising when such a
definition is applied to literary history. It also touches
upon -the relative plausibility of some explanatory

“models of literary change, both extra-literary and

purely-literary ones.

1. Periodization is a thoroughly historical study,
concerned with literary dynamics or diachrony. It
aims at describing the different systems of poetic
norms which characterize literary works written at
different time-sections, and seeks possible explanations
for the changes in these norms: their causes and their
specific directions. Only this kind of study can do
justice to literary change, including novelty, borrow-
ing, revivals, imitation, parody, inversion and trans-
formation, which are all relative-contrastive phenom-
ena within a historical framework. It is also the best
clue for a proper interpretation of works written in
previous ages, since:it locates them in their proper
historical perspective: general history, the history of
language and of literary forms. Finally, questions and
possible answers concerning the causes of literary
change, ie. the “life of literature”, can be raised and
studied only through such an approach.

The defining features (elements and structures) on
any level of an individual literary work can be di-
vided into: (1) features unique to this work alone

_(individuality); (2) features common to this work

and other works written at the same time-section, but
having no precedent in literary history (innovation);
(3) features common to this work and works written
in some other time-section in the past, except for the
immediately -proceding one (renovation); and finally
(4) features common to this work and works written
in the immediately preceding time-section (continuity).
A period is defined by (2) and (3), ie. by severdl
features, common to many works of literature written
during a given time-section, these features having ei-
ther no precedent or having precedents in any time-
section except the immediately preceding one.
“period” is thus a relative-contrastive concept, de-
fined by its differenzqualitit, like most definitions in
the language system in general. It should be noted
that the absence of certain features (the zero-element)
can also be counted as a distinctive feature and is

noticeable only within such a historic system. Each
literary period is a unique phenomenon, characterized
by the conjoint occurrence of the same group of fea-
tures in many works written during a certain time-
section. This group of features or “system of norms”
is preferably drawn from all the levels of the literary
work and dominates the literary scene for a certain
time. It should be remarked here that the particular
combination of features is unique to each period, but
each of them separately may, and does occur in some
other period or periods as well.

2. This ideal definition is beset with a multitude of
problems when applied to literary reality, and almost
every word of it must consequently be modified to
some extent, .

a. We' have stipulated that the defining features
should preferably be drawn from all the levels of the
work. However, the literary object is heterogeneous
and it is impossible to derive features on one level
from any other level or levels. Hence, there is also
no complete or inevitable interdependence of the vari-
ous levels. All the levels of the literary work undergo
changes in the course of literary history, but the start-
ing-point (the terminus a quo) and the extent of
change vary considerably from one level to another.
Thus, for example, Baudelaire was a radical innovator
as regards themes, images or world views, but he was
entirely traditional in his syntax and in the poetic
forms he employed. It follows. that the chronological
starting-point and the class membership of a “period”
will vary considerably according to the number and
nature of levels included in the definition. A definition
including all the levels of the work will have a very
narrow extension, and scholars usually limit them-
selves to style and world view or “theories of poetry,
philosophical view and style” in Wellek’s words. Pe-
riodization according to world view alone presupposes
a complete interpretation of the works to be period-
ized and is usually open to two dangers. The first is
under-interpretation, which confuses ideas occurring
in a literary work with the ideas of this work and dis-
regards their interrelation with the other “voices” in
the narrative, especially the auctorial one, or with' dic-
tion, imagery, symbolism and the various composi-
tional patterns of the work. The opposite danger is
over-interpretation, designed to prove that a work
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