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Imagination and Literature

The importance and influence of imagination on the creation and critique of literature varies between and within various artistic eras. Originally seen as an aberrant function of the mind, imagination was subservient to the powers of reason and order. Art involved mere replication of the real, a craft rather than an unique act of creation. Beginning as early as Aristotle, however,  human imagination has been linked to the power and value of art. The ascendancy and, in some eras even superiority, of imagination as a potent mental faculty gave birth to new critical enterprises bent on articulating the manner, motivation, and merit embedded in art and the artistic process. By tracing the development of this basic literary concept, it may not be possible to discover a coherent and universal idea of imagination that has evolved throughout history. However, such an inquiry could lead to a better understanding of how the ideas and attitudes about imagination from one age enter into an informative and influential dialogue with others. From the rational and pragmatic critics of the Enlightenment to the expressive and Romantic critics of the Nineteenth Century, we can begin to formulate a synthetic rather than absolute understanding of imagination.
	Though Aristotle first created room for imagination by expanding the expressions of a poet from the actual to the possible "in accordance with the laws of probability or necessity", it was not until much later that the capacity and power of imagination was adequately explored. Imagination was seen as a turbulent, unpredictable, but potentially beneficial force which must be refined and kept within the bounds of reason to pragmatic critics like David Hume and Samuel Johnson. To Hume, a "delicacy of imagination" is "requisite to convey a sensibility of those finer emotions", the beautiful and the true (216). Imagination is a natural structure of the mind which must be trained or attuned to appreciate the greatness of art, to develop a meaningful standard of taste. Where Hume addresses the critic, Johnson's attention is fixed on the writer and the duty of each writer "to increase prudence without impairing virtue" (227). Imagination is both the key and the obstacle to Johnson's moral vision of art. In order to inspire an audience toward goodness, an artist must possess a fertile and ever expanding imagination. "Whatever is beautiful, and whatever is dreadful, must be familiar to his [the poet's] imagination... for every idea is useful for the enforcement or decoration of moral and religious truth" (228). Imagination is good when its powers are given direction, moral purpose. Johnson assumes a somewhat utilitarian attitude toward imagination; the value of imagination is dependent on its usefulness in attaining or helping others to attain virtue. Unchecked, imagination promotes virtue and vice ambivalently. Imaginative freedom must only exist within the bounds of an imminently rational moral code.
	Romantic critics turn the Eighteenth Century division between reason and imagination to their own poetic and critical purposes, however. Percy Shelley offers a radical revision. Rather than being an aberration or inferior form of mental activity, imagination is placed over the powers of reason as the most sublime form of human expression. Imagination is the active process and reason is only one of the tools at its disposal. Or as Shelley puts it: "Reason is to Imagination as the instrument is to the agent, as the body to the spirit, as the shadow to the substance" (324). Literature as a creative endeavor is thus described by Shelley as a most basic "expression of the Imagination" (324). Because Shelley's attention has shifted away from his moral obligation to an audience or society and to his ability to honestly express and explore the inner world of his own mind, imagination has become an integral and more prominent part of his aesthetic theories. Imagination forms bridges between existence and perception, between perception and expression. Samuel Taylor Coleridge delineate a distinction between the primary and secondary imagination in order to better understand the desire and the process of artistic creation. His most fundamental assumption is the existence of what he terms "the infinite I am", the ultimate and ongoing act of universal creation (306). Our existence is a finite utterance reflecting, repeating this eternal statement. We cannot help but assign meaning (through metaphor) and order to the world. These meanings establish a relationship between ourselves and the world. These faculties belong to the domain of the primary imagination, "the living Power and prime Agent of all human perception" (306). Put simply, our existence is a product of our ability to imagine. Used by artists to create and recreate, the secondary imagination is a refined aspect of the primary . Artistic imagination "dissolves, diffuses, and dissipates, in order to recreate" (306). Art combines the same pieces available to all to create fundamentally new and interesting patterns. To Coleridge, imagination is the most revitalized, refreshed, and meaningful method of expression. Imagination has thus grown to cover and continually expand the scope of human comprehension, placing the artist at the center of new but infinitely interconnected universes of his or her own creation. Ending our discussion here with Coleridge, we can see each definition of imagination we have discussed also struggles to be independent while simultaneously remaining intertwined to the preceding critical traditions. 
	The importance and influence of imagination on the creation and critique of literature varies between and within various artistic eras. Originally seen as an aberrant function of the mind, imagination was subservient to the powers of reason and order. Art involved mere replication of the real, a craft rather than an act of unique creation. Beginning as early as Aristotle, however, the human imagination has been linked to the power and value of art. The ascendancy and, in some eras even superiority, of imagination as a potent mental faculty gave birth to new critical enterprises bent on articulating the manner, motivation, and merit embedded in art and the artistic process. By tracing the development of this basic literary concept, it may not be possible to discover a coherent and universal idea of imagination that has evolved throughout history. However, such an inquiry could lead to a better understanding of how the ideas and attitudes about imagination from one age enter into an informative and influential dialogue with others. From the rational and pragmatic critics of the Enlightenment to the expressive and Romantic critics of the Nineteenth Century, we can begin to formulate a synthetic rather than absolute understanding of imagination.
	Though Aristotle first created room for imagination by expanding the expressions of a poet from the actual to the possible "in accordance with the laws of probability or necessity", it was not until much later that the capacity and power of imagination was adequately explored. Imagination was seen as a turbulent, unpredictable but potentially beneficial force which must be refined and kept within the bounds of reason to pragmatic critics like David Hume and Samuel Johnson. To Hume a "delicacy of imagination" is "requisite to convey a sensibility of those finer emotions", the beautiful and the true (216). Imagination is a natural part of the structure of the mind which must be trained or attuned to appreciate the greatness of art, to develop a meaningful standard of taste. Where Hume addresses the critic, Johnson's attention is fixed on the writer and the duty of each writer "to increase prudence without impairing virtue" (“Rambler” 227). Imagination is both the key and the obstacle to Johnson's moral vision of art. In order to inspire an audience toward goodness, an artist must possess a fertile and ever expanding imagination. "Whatever is beautiful, and whatever is dreadful, must be familiar to his [the poet's] imagination... for every idea is useful for the enforcement or decoration of moral and religious truth" (“Rasselas” 228). Imagination is good when its powers are given direction, moral purpose. Johnson assumes a somewhat utilitarian attitude toward imagination; the value of imagination is dependent on its usefulness in attaining or helping others to attain virtue. Unchecked, imagination promotes virtue and vice ambivalently. Imaginative freedom must only exist within the bounds of imminently rational moral code.
	Romantic critics turn the Eighteenth Century division between reason and imagination to their own poetic and critical purposes, however. Percy Shelley offers a radical revision. Rather than being an aberration or inferior form of mental activity, imagination is placed over the powers of reason as the most sublime form of human expression. Imagination is the active process and reason is only one of the tools at its disposal. Or as Shelley puts it: "Reason is to Imagination as the instrument is to the agent, as the body to the spirit, as the shadow to the substance" (324). Literature as a creative endeavor is thus described by Shelley as a most basic "expression of the Imagination" (324). Because Shelley's attention has shifted away from his moral obligation to an audience or society and to his ability to honestly express and explore the inner world of his own mind, imagination has become and integral and more prominent part of his aesthetic theories. Imagination forms bridges between existence and perception, between perception and expression. Samuel Taylor Coleridge dillineates a distinction between the primary and secondary imagination in order to better understand the desire and the process of artistic creation. His most fundamental assumption is the existence of what he terms "the infinte I am", the ultimate and ongoing act of universal creation (306). Our existence is a finite utterance reflecting, repeating this eternal statement. We cannot help but assign meaning (through metaphor) and order to the world. These meanings establish a relationship between ourselves and the world. These faculties belong to the domain of the primary imagination, "the living Power and prime Agent of all human perception" (306). Put simply, our existence is a product of our ability to imagine. The secondary imagination is a refined aspect of the primary used by artists to create and recreate. Artistic imagination "dissolves, diffuses, and dissipates, in order to recreate" (306). Art combines the same pieces available to all to create fundamentally new and interesting patterns. To Coleridge, imagination is the most revitalized and refreshed and meaningful method of expression. Imagination has thus grown to cover and continually expand the scope of human comprehension, placing the artist at the center of new but infinitely interconnected universes of his or her own creation. Ending our discussion here with Coleridge we can see each definition of imagination we have discussed struggles to be independent while simultaneously remaining intertwined to the preceding critical traditions.
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