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NAIVE AND SOPHISTICATED READING 

0::-; THE MOVIE-HOUSE scREEN the hero cautiously edges himself around the cor

ner of a house in search of the villain. Suddenly, thirty yards behind him 
down the street that same villain steps into the open, gun raised. From the 
darkness at the rear of the movie home comes a cry of anguish, "Look out, 
Dan! He's behind you!" 

How many times this sort of thing has happened and not only with 
children. Those who respond in this way of course confuse ficcion with fact; 

for the moment at least they think that the actor is really the person he portrays 

and that the feigned action is spontaneous and real. These people are not as 

few as one might expect, or to put the sa me observation another way, they are 
joined in their naivete by many, many people who, in reading a book or in 
watching a play, regard the characters of fiction and drama as actual, living 
people. These readers (and viewers) are certainly not confined to the un

learned, for many scholarly critics, especially those who approach literature 

from the viewpoint of psychology, make the same basic assumption . 

This assumption, that ficrioml ch:.Hacters are autonomous mel the same 
as complete, living human beings, is at odds with the basic assumption made 

by the sophisticated reade r. For this kind of reader, fictional characters are 

b r from being autonomous; like individual scenes and episodes, they are 

elabor:lte devices to be manipulated by the author so as to create certain intel
lectual and emotional effects-they are, like the OLber devices, small parts con
tributing to a much larger whole. In Pride and Prejudice, for instance, Char
lotte Lucas is far from being auton()mous or whole . , he i!'i basically a de
vice used to highlight, by contrast, the attitude of Eli zabeth Bennet towards 
love and marriage; of course Charlotte must :1lso be a convincing representa· 

tion of a human being if she is to be credible .and if her contrast \'lith E lizabeth 

is consequently to make its point, but certainly \'-'e know ver:' littk about her 
in addition to the minimum reguired f0r the e effects . Compare her. for a 
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moment with an actual human being ~\m hav·e known c1 ually for a few 

month : you will realize at once that you have already come into comacr with 

m:10y more beers of the living person than you eve r do \'1-·ith Charlene. She 

serves essentially the same funcrion in the book as the incidenr of Lyd ia·~ 

elopement: both bring the attitude of El izabeth inro greater relief. 

Much the same divergence in basic assumption~ can be se<.: n in readers

responses to Mercurio in Romeo and Ju!iet. Some bve believed that Sh:~kes

pe:Ire deliberJtely killed Mercuri, ) bec:mse he W;l~ becoming more Jttractiw 

and 3ppealing than the hero. Such a vie\v presuppose~ that Shake~pcare did 

not have the shape Jnd direnion o£ the pl:Jv in mind from the time he began 

to wri te: in bet r.here is in ef£ecr a further :Jssumption, thJt the ch:~racters of 
the pby were autonomous beings who c:Jme rogerher Jnd beg::~n in craning

until th y <:rut out of hand :1nJ Shakespeare had lU interfer . The sophisticated 

reader. on the other h:11kl. regards Mercmio ;h <1 devic<.: that. bcsiJes being ·' 

vehicle for incidental fun-.argelv verb:~l-~erYes principally a~ J foil to high 

light r.he mood of Romeo Jt J panicular point in the pby. When this func

tion has bcen fulfilled, the device is dis osed uf. ~lercutio wJ. needed ro show 

~Js someth ing of Romeo, just J.S the de·rh of T;balt is needed to m0ve the pJa, 

•n Lhc direction desired: when either of these devices has served it~ purpose. 

1 here is of course no point in kcepinr, it ;trotmd. 

The extreme length s to which the na'ive assumption about characters 

can be pushed was seen in a VictoriJn study writ en by the :Jctress and com
ment:lt r Helena Faucic, L:~dy Marcin_ Tn cc,ntrasL to rhe sophisti cated reader. 

who looks for only th:lt p.:m of rhe feigned past of fictional ch:Jracters which 

an auchor regards a~ pertinent to the work of art .tc h;tnd . Lady .Martin extra

polated b3ck from what Shakespe3re prO\·ided for us. :111J constructed a child

hood p:lst for his heroine . If we are to know how Portia accomplishes wh:~t 

she does in the play, ··we must go back to her ~ outh.·· 1vhich is outside the 

play. As for Ophelia. well. this is ,,·ha bd~· ~Lutin writes: "'The baby 

Ophelia was left. as I fane~·· to the kincl]y hu th(/rnug-hly umymp:llhetic tend
ing of coumry-folk, who knew litrlc of -inl;~ncl n,l[ur ,_- Think of her, sweer. 

fo nd. sc.::nsit ive, tender-heJrted, the offspring of .t delic-atl': ckaJ mother. tenJed 

onl y b roughly-mannered and uncultured nature~ ' O.re can see the sweet child 

wir..l;_ ns playmat~s 0£ her kind, wanderin; b? tbo: ;ue.ams, p!u-::bng £lowero 
making wreaths and coronals, learning the name3 of all the wildflowers 
in 2!:do ~·d · -·<" '· ' " : '" u -h -o n -:·c::-~p -. ' ~ ·: ·:. : .. ,. t._ :~~ ;~ "t"i '.:eo ·l e "'r-r=~ -
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ticated reader as marvellously mad and completely beside the point, is of 

course perfectly understandable: if one assumes that fictional characters are 

actual living persons, they must then naturally enough, have had a past. Since 

the author has not chosen to provide us with any information about the past 

of these autonomous characters, it is then the duty of scholars to do so. 

In the present century the extrapolation of fictional characters has been. 

not so much into their past, as imo their unconscious. Ernest Jones, MD .. 
ha~ provided a classic illustration of this extrapolation in The Problem of 
Hamlet and the Oedipus-Complex. "A· a child," Dr. J0 nes writes, emulating 

Lady M:Jrtin, "Hamlet h ·1d experienced the warmest affection for his mother, 

and this. as i always so. h~1d contained elements of a disguised erotic qu ali ty . "~ 

These elements, of course, led him. unconsciously, to desi re to ki ll his father 

Jnd ro take his father 's place in his mother's affections . This desire was rigor
ulisl y repn:~~t:d Ly the .::cnsor in his mind until he saw his uncle in fact kill 

his fa ther and take the elder Hamlet's place in the affect.ions of Gertrude. 

Then, ''withour his being in the least a\vare of it these ancient [incestuous J 
desires are ringing in his mind, are once more struggling to find conscious 

expression an<.! need such an expenditure of energy again to repre~;s them that 

he is reduced to u~e deplorable ment::tl state he himself so vividly depicts" (p. 
25 ). .l\:or is this all, for Hamlet's ··unconscious" works in other directions as 

well : -· he relationship with Ophelia never flowers because H amlet's uncon

~::ious only pa rtly desires her; in part Ophelia is felt to be :1 permitted substi

tu te for t.he desired relationship with L aems" (p. 20). (Perhaps I should 

exp lain to the reader that I quote chapter and wrse. and give page references. 

not at ::til to pic k a quarrel \\'i h an:· critic. but simply to assure the reader that 

I have not created straw men to illusrr:m: the naive assumption.) 

An Ahe r iilustration of e.\trapolating an unconscious for a fictional char

.lt:Ler appear~ in a stud~- . "Prince Hal's Conflict" 3 by Ernst Kris. Prince 

HaL it ap1 e:1rs. also h.1 an unconscious in which is repressed t.he desire to 

.;iJl hi s Ltthc::r. ince (i£ 'since" is really the word fo r the r elation) for h11n 

regicide would be parricide, he dissociates himself from H enry IV ·s action in 

killing Richard II: "he avoids contamination with regicide beca use the impulse 

LO re~iciclt! (parricide) is alive in h is unwnscious'' (p- 270). When Hotspur 
d!re ::t tcns to kill Henry IV, Hal unconsciously sees in Hotspur an embodiment 

o£ his own desire to kill his father and so, seeking to repress tint desire, k ills 

H'Jlsp ur. By "shunning the court for the t;n-ern," .H:1l em ba I'C the best of 

hCJth worlds: he can give vent to "his hostilit;: to h is fa her" and at the same 
tir:."'!~~ he ~~feb{ rem011~5 hirncr:-]~ f; l"\ n.., u,.h,3 t-I"Ynr"" t 1tfAt'l t-,\ r ~Jn-,,- ; -:1.-~ '', \ ,\7~':'1 
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Hal ascends to the throne, he can afford to give fu rther vent to h is hostility 

:md so cruelly rejects Falstaff who al l along has served as a father-substitute 

for him. 

·ow the sophisticated n:ader would not quarrel with the possibility that 

reaL living human beings may behave in the w:ty. and for the re:1sons ascribed 

by these scholars to Hamler and Prince Hal. But he wo uld questio n thei r 

basic assumption. When they attribute an unconscious to these characters, the~' 

have fim assumed that these fiction:~.[ characters :1re the same as Jiving per

sons: that they are independent of the author :md that they have :~n existence 

o utsid e the are:ts o f time and space with which the play is direcdy co ncerned. 

Tills assump tion appears to the sophistic:Hed reader as extremely m"ive and 

the critical s rudi e~ hast:ci upon it seem to be me rely learned dabor:uions of 

the fundamental n aivete . I t is a point of merely peripheral interest to these 

critics that Shakespeare himself had no idea what was go ing on in the u ncoo

.~cious minds of his characters. 

As far as the sophisticated reader can see. whenever an author writes, 

he is concerned with creating a series of effects, intellectual and emotional. 

often in order to communicate something about o certain theme wh ich in turn 

mav be intellectual emotion:tl or borh. To create these effects. he will make 
' 

use of such devices as scenes, episodes. and characters, but each of these de-

vices will be only partial. No scene tha t h e describes will have in it all the 

deta ils he could possibly have included (the mind boggles at the multiplicity 

possible); no episodes or act ions w ill have all rhe details he (not even Henry 

James ) m ight have included: and similar!;• no character will be presented 

in ;:;II the deLail that the a uthor migl1L h<we included . Why should we, the 

readers, attempt to fill in what the author has chosen to leave our~ Presum

ably in nuking h is selection o f the derails to include in his scenes, episodes 

and characters, he has chosen only rh se-and all those- wh ich will cont ribute 

in the way he wants to the series of effects he wishes to create . \Vh::tt is left 

over is either infe rio r to what h as been included. or is si m ply irrelevam. Con
sequently if an author does not wish to create :1n unconscious for :1 character. 

and to pre~e nt it to us, what business have we to go ::~bout creating one? Who 

do we th ink we a re-the a utho r? H so. '~'e ha\"C confused not only fiction 

w"th fact, characters wiu. penons, but al~ oursdve~ ith ~omecne else 

The credibility of fictional characters. the s0ph1sticated reader feels, de
pends not 50 mrxh nn :1 multiplk i t~ of t:letail P<- nr he ::J.cr11r::Jc:v with which 
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those details that are presented depict the kind of thoughts and actions in which 
living persons actually engage. The more we are convinced that fictional 
characters are doing the son of thing that living people do, the more we are 
willing to allow our emotions to be engaged . \Vhat makes the character of 

Hamlet so believable is not wh:u is thought to be going on in an unconscious 

that does not exist, but that what Hamler does and says parallels with con
vincing accuracy wh:u we have seen actual persons do or what we have heard 
or read ot actual persons doing. And as F. L. Lucas points out in his 

Literature and Psychology, Shakespeare's contemporaries would have been 
exposed to more instances of behaviour like Hamlet's- and Ophelia's-than 
we are today.4 Certain ! ~·· Js the example of "fr. Lucas makes clear, a know
ledge of psycho! gy ·an help us judge how accur:uely an :mthor has represented 
human behaviour. without having w u\· m deh·e inro an assumed unconscious. 

,\ further reason for feding rh:n ir is unnecessary w look for an uncon
scious is the fact that most authors ·writing before Freud became fashionable 

took pains. by using various convemions, to let the reader or the audience know 
why their characters were acting as they did. Shakespeare, for instance, chose 
:J most prominent part of his play, Hamlet's first soliloquy-delivered solus of 
course. and probably front and centre as well. to provide us with a reason for 
his peculiar state of mind. \nd even Lucas. who uses the psychological ap
proach, finds this reason, along '":irh the :.1crions that follow in the play. suffi 
cient to make Hamlet's behaviour appear credibly parallel to that of actual, 
living human beings. One might add, with reference to Prince Hal and Ernst 
Kris's search for a reason for his behaviour, that here, too Shakespeare chose 
a most prominent pan of his pla:•- again the hero's first soliloquy-to provide 
the audience wi h all the explam~ion it needed for the dramatic actions that 
vvere rr> folim,·. What M. H. Abrams has cullc:tl "a 1-..cen eye for the obvious" 

would appear, to the sophisticued at least. to be of greater value to the reader 
than an dfcm to plumb the deprhs of ~l char:Jcter's unconscious. 

Extrapolating a fiction:ll char:: ·tcr\ past :-~nd creating :m unconscious 
(or him :1re not the onh• wa s in which th:: n:Ji'\•t> r t>:1 rlt'r confuses fiction wiL1 
fact. Even such a know.cdgeable critic as Edmund \Vi!son im:tgines a fmure 

for the principal characters of Jane .\usten's Emma. a future that would take 
place after the end of the book. He .sees Emm;;. adcpting another protegee as 
. -
she had Harriet Smith and even ~stablishing her in her household , much to 
thP t''<.1.~peratinn r-.f Knig-hrl rv" S1JCh :Jn extra l:ninn fnrw:Jrd into the future - ~ . 
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appears, to the reader wise in the ways of literary conventions, to be based on 

two false assumptions, one na1ve and the other perverse. The na'ive assump

tion is of course that these characters are the same as living persons, and the 

perverse assumption is that when the work of an ends, the action carries on. 

This view runs counter to the observation of Aristotle repeated many times 

since, that a literary work of art is distinguished by having a beginning, a 

middle and an end, or in other words to adapt a phra£e of Keats, that a work 

of an shou ld, like the sun, rise. shine, and set. J usr as fictional characters are 

distinguished from real persons by being on! y partial, so, converse] y, a work 
of an is distinguished from real i.ife by having an artistic unity and whole- it 
does not dribble on. 

The other wav in which fiction is confused with fact is more understand

able . With regard to Prince HaL for instance, the reader who is not aware 
of literary conventions and the \VJ)' Liley work may well assume th:ll since 
there was an hiswrical person of thJt n:.1me, the choraccer bearing the sam~ 
name is meant to be he. But, the reader who is aware of literary cunvemions 

would s:1y, pause a moment. Consitkr the fact that. even if a dramati '~ char
acter is meant to parallel an historica l pe rson, only :1 very small fraction indeed 

of the details of what that historical person said and did c:m be represemerl 
on the stage in two-and-a-half hours-or ;;e\'en-and-J-half hours fM the whoie 
uilogy im·o]ving H al. It follows. then, that the dramatic character is going 

to be extremely incomplete when compared with the historical person. Con

sider the further fact that presumably, since Shakespeare had to make a selec· 
tion from the details available concerning Hal. he d iJ so on the basis of 

choosing only those derails \:vhich were relennt to h is JrJmJtic theme. It 
follows, then, that on life he superimposed a literary purpose and a ljterary 
method. Consider also that Shak espeare cou ld not pro erly a::sume tha t all. 
or even most. of his audience would know enough ::tbour the historical pe rson 

Lo be able ro fill in any import::!flt derails which Shakespeare may have feh 

he did not have time enough to represt:nt on sc1ge. It follO\\·s, then, that h<: 
would have to make his stage representation of Hal complete as far as hi~ 

oramatic purpo~c was concerned. \\'ith all these con~iclerat ions in mind, the 
sophisticated reader feels that. £or practical purposes, the ficri ona 1 r h :1 r:lrtt>r 
of Prince Hal, representing H enry Plantagenet, is very little different from a 

ficlional chJracter pieced together from the observations an author has mad;: 

of twenty or more different living persons. F or L~e practical purposes or 
reading or watching the play, it is merely an interest ing coincidence that the 

f!-:ti0n..1! -:-h-ar~c ~r ~n<J ~he his ~r i::-rtl r--:-rf',n;t J-.~u~ t 1~e ~ .... ';!"''Y: nam~ . .A .. n"' CIJffi -
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parison made between the fictional Hal and the historical Henry is entirely 

outside the purview of the play. \vhich has an artistic wholeness simply not 
related to historical fact . 

An illustration of what can happen when a reader mistakes coincidence 

for identi•y of character :1nd person appears in the study by Ernst Kris already 

referred to. At one point Kris admits th:lt Shakespeare makes no usc of the 

fact that Prince Henry, when only a yomh. accompanied Richard II to Ireland 

and was indeed knighted by him (p. 269) . Yet, shortly after, Kris writes, 

with regard to the fictional Hal's ideals of kingship, royal duty, and chivalry; 

'·These ideals, one might specubre, may have been modeled on an. idealization 

of Richard II rhe murdered King, whom Prince Hal as a boy accompanied 
ro Ireland and whose favor he had won ., ( p. 270). Even as a speculntion, this 

comment confuses the historical H enry, \vho had a conwct with Richard, 
with tlu:: fictiunal Hal who had not-and had not because, cvid mly, Shakes
peare was determined to see to it th:u he had not. If one persists in reading 

the fictional Hal in terms of the historical Plamagener, then one makes of the 
trilogy something different from the unified se:-ies of unified w0rks of art 

which Shakespeare wrote. 

Much the same confus1vn of drama \\-iL.'l history can be seen JU the two 
ch;1 racrers of Shakespe.'lre that go b:-r the n:une of Mark Antony. Here the fur

ther confusion is made between two diiferem plays, hence between two d if
ferent dramJtic purposes. and hence between two different sets of dramatic 

characters. Julius Caesar and Antony a11d Cleopatra are not like the two part 
of Henry JT./ and the one of Henry L This latter group was wri tten as a tr il
ogy, which has a single thematic purpose and in which the latte r parts were 

meant to recall the earlier ones. Bm this .is nor the case with the two Roman 

plays. In Juliits Caesar Shakespeare h-1d need of a culJ-blooded, rabble-rousing 
opportunist to se rve as a foil to Brutus : he created such a character and called 
him Mark Antony. \Vhen, _ ix years or Sl larer he came to write a dramatic 

tragedy that drew it in piration from the relation between the histo rica l Mar

cus Antonius and Cleopatra oE Egypt, he needed :JS hero a noble, magnanimous 
leader whn is in lnve with the 111ost t:1scino.ting woman on e~1rth : he needed an 
object nf gro>ving admtration and a focm fnr accelerating exaltation . He cre

ated such a character and called him )..fark Anton~·· For a reader to be puzzled 

how Mark Antony could change in character so radically from one play w an-

0tber makes LI-te r'.a~ve as.sumpt.ic!!s, as far as Lhe sophisticated reader can see, 
that Lhe two Mark Antonys are in fact the same and that both are identical 
-rrith he h i <~r> ic;;1 ~hrcU5 An~.--.ni::c . Bu h-= r-:-2d-:-r '"h e- re:>J;z-es •h2r litt.:.r-
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ature is a consciously manipulated art has no such difficulty : he sees the two 
Mark Antonys as precisely that- two different fictional characters fulfilling 

two different dramatic functions in two different plays. 

As early as the sixteenth century Sir Philip Sidney pointed out how 
naive it is to confuse fictional characters with living persons. I n his Apologie 

for Poetrie he wrote, '·The poet never maketh any circles about yo ur imagina
tion, to conjure you to believe fo r true what he writes." About the stage set
ting in dram::~, he said, "What hild is there that, coming to a play, and seeing 
Thebe .. written in great letters upon an old door, doth believe that it is The
bes?"' In the same way the characters ::tnd actions in the play ::tre recognized 
as "picmres"- represemations on y, not the actual things depicted. The authors 
give names to their ch:1racrers simply "w make their picture the more lively 
. .. ; painting men, they cannot leave men nameless . We see we cannot play 
at chess but tha t we must give names to our chessmen .. . . " And few have 

been so naive as to think that a bishop on a chess board is the same as a bishop 
in his cathedral. 

Samuel Johnson, too, in the Preface to his edition of Shakespeare (1765) 
was at some pain~ to point out, with regard to c.lr::tm:.:t, that "the truth is, that 
the spectators are always i1 their senses, and know, from the first acr to the 

last, that the stage is only a stage, and that the players are only players. They 
came to hear a certain number of lines recited with just gesture and elega nt 
modulation:' F or him, too, the characters are rep ~esenta tions of living persons, 
not those persons themselves. '·It will be asked, how the drama moves, if it i 
not credited. It is credited wi th all the credit due to a Jr.:tma. It is credi ted, 
whenever it moves. as a just picrure of a real ongmal : as reprcce ming to the 
auditor what he would himself feel, if he were to do or suffer ,,·hat is there 
feigned to be suffered or w be done." Representations, he concludes, "produce 
pain or pleasure, not because they are mistaken for realities, but because they 
bring realities to mind. When the imagimtion is recreated by a painted land
scape, the trees are not supposed capable to give us shade. or the fountains 
coolness; but we consider, how \\' 1" shou!cl he rle~ sed with such fountains play·
ing beside us, and such woods waving over us. We are agitated in reading the 

history of Henry the Fifth, yet no m n tahs his book for the field of Agen-
court.' 

N o man, th:lt is, until Samuel T:1y!or Coleridge mi ~took the trumpery 
of illusion for the art of represematicn. He it. was who lent a cloak of respeC£, 
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ability to the naive assumption when, in the fourteenth chapter of his Bio
graphia Litemria (lS li) , he referred to "that willing suspension of disbelief 

tor the moment, which constitutes poetic hith." Johnson had phrased this 

view half a century before when he said, with reference to the unities of time 

and place: "The objection arising from the impossibility of passing the first 

hour at Alexandria, and the next at Rome, supposes, that when the play opens, 

the specta tor really imagines himself at Alexandria, and believes that his walk 

w rhe theatre has been a voyage to Egypt, and that he lives in the days of 
Antony and Cleopatra ." He answers, "Surely he that imagines this may 

imagine more." If one can suspend disbelief, even for a moment, there is no 
limit to what one can accept. "Delusion, if delusion be admitted, has no cer

tain limitation; if the spectator can be once persuaded, that his old acquaint
ance [the actors] are Alexander and Cae;ar, that a room ill uminated with 
candles is the plain of Phar_;alia, or rhe hank of Cranicw, he is in a state of 

elevation above the reach of reason, or of truth . . . . " 

This dictum of Coleridge's concerning the suspension of disbelief is 

one of two parts of a Romantic tradition that has continued to the present day 

and still greatly influences the popular mind and even, as we have seen, the 

minds of some critics. The other part of this tradition is the tremendous em· 
phasis placed by Romantic critics on characters in works of fiction and drama. 
Coleridge himself and Hazlitt in the Romantic period, and later Romantic 

critics writing in the Victorian and Edwardian periods-Dowden and Bradley 

for instance-all approach plays and novels as if the characters in them were 

by far the most important concern, and at times indeed the only concern. This 

emphasis of course slights all other aspects of fictional and dramatic representa

tion, such as the choice and m:mipularion of episodes, actions, scenes, dialogue, 

recurnng moti£s, and patterns of imagery. Such slighting fosters J n ignoring 
of the consciously manipulated nature of literature and encourages the belief 

that an is to be approached as an illusion. In short, this particular Romantic 
tradition discounts sophistication :md puts a premium on the naive assump

tion that has been the subject of this essay. Let us hope that as the influence 

of Romanticism continues to wane in the popular mind, it will give way to 
a growing awareness of how various literary conventions •vork together, so 
as to produce the art of representation. 
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POWER 

Geoffrey Johnson 

For days. through breakdown of electric power. 
We shared the joys of going primitive: 
In isob.tion of the dark and snow 

Half-lit by hearth-fire cavemen we became, 
Our only problems those of warmth and food. 
More intimate, lovelier fo r the deanb of licrht 
The family texture felt; we finger-read 
What depths of bear-cub fur our chi ldren wurc, 

Sign-language spokt: our heart's beatitude. 

It was a dream deep down ancestral pasts 
Far older than the Seven Sleepers' Cavern 
We sheltered in . But when the power came back 
Sudden as daylight, with the rJdio-news 
Of nuclear bomb-tests in as ful l a flood. 
We woke and stared, then laughed ashamed. as though 
Our revels in that backward episode 
Were best forgotten. How we brisked abou t 
Rejoicing to be civilized once more -
Eve n in world whme madness froze the blood. 


