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2. 'Allusion' in the Eighteenth Century: 
The Disinherited Critic 

It is a truth almost universally acknowledged in the twentieth century 
that literary allusion is one of the most characteristic and most expressive 
techniques of English literature in the eighteenth century, and we seem to 
have taken it for granted that a more or less explicit theory lay behind 
eighteenth-century practice. On examination, though, it turns out that 
eighteenth-century writers actually said very little about the function of 
allusion and that, faced with this disinheritance, we have had to attribute 
to them a theory based almost entirely on inferences from their practice. 
In this paper I should like to examine the little that the eighteenth century 
did say about allusion, suggest some possible reasons for what seems to 
be a great disproportion between theory and practice, and decide 
whether, as a result, we should revise our understanding of allusive prac­
tice during the period. 

My subject is literary allusion/ that is, the technique whereby a writer 
composes his text so that it echoes and brings to the reader's awareness 
an earlier text which significantly affects the meaning of the later text. 
Among the many varieties of terminology that have been proposed for 
the two texts, I prefer to call the later one the alluding text and the earlier 
one the target text. One of the advantages of this latter term is that it im­
plies activity and intention on the part of the author and thus helps to 
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distinguish allusion from passive submission to external influence. The 
author aims the reader's attention at the target text. 

'Literary allusion' can be a misleading term, though, because it may 
suggest an opposition to musical or cinematic allusion, for example, 
whereas these are actually closely analogous to literary allusion. Just as 
one literary text can allude to another, so musical compositions can 
allude to other musical compositions, films to other films. A given form 
can also allude to a neighboring form: conversation to literary works, a 
film to a painting. A more general definition of this kind of allusion 
might therefore read somewhat as follows: a technique whereby any 
system of signs ('text' in a broad sense) is made to recall a previously ex­
isting system of signs in such a way as to significantly affect its own 
meaning. The fundamental opposition is between this kind of allusion 
and the whole range of topical and historical allusions that can be 
grouped together, for want of a livelier term, as 'ordinary allusions' — 
that is, indirect or passing references to familiar objects, events, or per­
sons in the real world — modern politicians, ancient generals, beautiful 
or otherwise notorious people, battles, strikes, scandals, etc. In this kind 
of allusion, sign systems refer to the real world, more or less directly; in 
literary' allusion there is also a reference to another sign system. 

A brief example from Dryden's Mac Flecknoe can clarify this distinc­
tion. The second couplet of the poem reads 

This Fleckno found, who, like Augustus, young 
Was call'd to Empire, and had govern'd long: 

A bit later, Fleckno declares 

Even I, a dunce of more renown than they, 
Was sent before but to prepare thy way; 
And coursly clad in Norwich Drugget came 
To teach the Nations in thy greater name. 

In the first passage, Augustus is named directly, and Dryden expects his 
readers to know the facts about him that are relevant for the poem: his 
restoration of peace after civil war, his building programme that found 
Rome brick and left it marble, his patronage of outstanding poets like 
Horace and Virgil, and (just possibly) the despotic aspects of his rule.1 

The second passage reminds us first of similar phrases in certain biblical 
texts (especially Matthew 3:1-4 and 11:7-10); these phrases describe John 
the Baptist and thus bring him into the poem. This second method offers 
more scope to the reader's activity — Augustus is given to him, but he 
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has to go looking for John the Baptist, even if not very far. These two 
kinds of allusion are clearly very different, but the use of the same term 
for both of them has caused considerable theoretical confusion, and it is 
only quite recently, especially in the work of Ziva Ben-Porat and 
Carmela Perri, of 1976 and 1978 respectively, that this basic distinction 
has begun to be explored.2 Since my primary concern here is literary allu­
sion, I will not consider, for example, the way Opposition writers allud­
ed to Sir Robert Walpole and his alleged wrongdoings, whether by 
nicknames like 'brazen-face' and 'Screen-Master General' or by recoun­
ting episodes from ancient history that were very similar to episodes in 
his career and then blandly denying the possibility of any contemporary 
application.3 

A certain degree of similarity between the alluding text and the target 
text is obviously necessary for a successful literary allusion, but a certain 
degree of difference is equally necessary — a difference of genre, subject, 
tone, or the like. Otherwise the later text would not have enough in­
dependent meaning for the earlier text to act upon, but would simply 
repeat in its own context the meaning of the earlier text. Creating and in­
terpreting allusions requires both wit and judgment in Locke's sense; one 
needs to be able to see both similarities and differences.4 From this situa­
tion arises the frequent comparison of the two texts of an allusion to the 
two terms of a metaphor, where both similarity and difference are also 
essential.5 (It is worth reminding ourselves here that, however similar the 
two texts may be, there is no allusion unless the meaning of the later text 
is affected.) 

The interplay between similarity and difference is obvious enough in 
mock-heroic allusions, but it operates in other kinds as well. Consider 
the second line of Pope's couplet: 

Laugh where we must, be candid where we can; 
But vindicate the ways of God to Man.6 

The echo of Milton's statement of purpose in Paradise Lost, 'And justify 
the ways of God to men,' is perfectly clear, not only in the phrasing but 
in the position of each line as the conclusion of the opening paragraph of 
a long poem. If Pope's line occurred in a blank verse poem about the fall 
of men and angels, it would have little allusive force because the author 
would be trying, and probably failing, to do about the same thing as 
Milton. If it occurred in a twentieth-century prose treatise on the pro­
blem of evil, it would have little allusive force because the contexts 
would be too different. Here, the differences balance the similarities. 
Milton's line does not rhyme with the preceding line, whereas Pope's 
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does. Milton's line begins with 'And' and follows a statement of another 
equally solemn purpose: That ... I may assert Eternal Providence,' 
whereas Pope's begins with 'But' and follows a statement of a much less 
solemn purpose. 'Vindicate' is close in meaning to 'justify,' but not iden­
tical. Thus Pope's line both expresses his own purpose directly and im­
plies, indirectly, that this purpose has something but not everything in 
common with Milton's, in both form and content. 

These distinctions are not very rigorous, and are not at all exhaustive, 
but they will serve as a general description of the idea that has implicitly 
informed much of our study of eighteenth-century literature during re­
cent decades. Among many other contributions we may note Earl 
Miner's book on Dryden, Reuben Brower's on Pope, and Christopher 
Ricks' essay on both poets.7 In view of my own bias toward theory, I 
should perhaps acknowledge that lack of an adequately explicit theory of 
literary allusion has not prevented these critics, and many others, from 
discussing it with great insight. They clearly know what it is. 

As I have said, there is nearly universal agreement about the importance 
of literary allusion in our century. Particular interpretations may arouse 
two chief types of question: How much of his target text can a writer 
justifiably expect to allude to? What kinds and quantities of potential 
target texts can eighteenth-century writers and readers be expected to 
know? The late Earl Wasserman caused a number of raised eyebrows, 
and very few critics seem willing to extend the contexts of allusion as far 
as Wolfgang Rudat does.8 More recently, some critics have been treating 
the much broader phenomenon of intertextuality in such a way that allu­
sion as a distinctive technique virtually disappears,9 but the most sustain­
ed critique of the role of allusion in the period comes frojn Irvin Ehren-
preis.10 This critique is only one part of a discussion of the place of im­
plicit meaning in Augustan literature and therefore makes no claim to be 
exhaustive, but as usual when he attacks conventional wisdom about the 
eighteenth century Ehrenpreis teaches us something even if we finally 
decide to maintain the convention. 

Ehrenpreis finds two main weaknesses in most allusion critics: first, if 
there is more than one possible source for an allusion, they arbitrarily 
pick the most prestigious — Milton rather than Blackmore, Virgil rather 
than Boileau, Horace rather than a minor poet from the Greek An­
thology; second, they seriously overestimate the erudition of the average 
eighteenth-century reader. Both arguments seem to me to call attention 
to important aspects of eighteenth-century allusion but to view them 
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from the wrong perspective. In his first argument, Ehrenpreis has 
perhaps been victimized by his own erudition, and he fails to distinguish 
between allusion and passing imitation. If we can point to three or four 
possible sources for a passage, he asks, why should one be singled out as 
the focus of an 'allusion'? He seems to imply that the multiplicity of possi­
ble sources makes them all equally accidental, that if a text echoes six dif­
ferent earlier texts it cannot really allude to any of them. The rebuttal 
seems fairly obvious — in most cases, only the prestigious ancient is dif­
ferent enough from the modern to allow room for the allusion to operate. 
Also, since one of the most important functions of eighteenth-century 
allusion is to enable the author to make implicit moral judgments, 
prestige is an important aspect of the target text. On a more practical 
level, the best-known author is clearly the best target for an allusion — 
more readers know Horace than the minor Greeks. More fundamentally, 
allusion is not merely a matter of resemblance to an earlier text but of ef­
fect on the meaning of a later text; some resemblances are allusions and 
some aren't, just as some sound patterns reinforce meaning and some 
don't. When faced with a number of possible sources, it is not arbitrary 
but essential to center on the one or two that are important for the mean­
ing of the later text. To be sure, Ehrenpreis does catch some critics taking 
their own wish for an allusion for the poet's deed, or using doubtful allu­
sions to support dubious readings of a poem, but it doesn't seem to me 
that this argument lessens in principle the importance of allusion. 

In the second argument, which is perhaps not quite consistent with the 
first, Ehrenpreis turns from the multiplicity of possible allusions to the 
eighteenth-century reader's limited ability to recognize any of them. The 
main support for his contention that Sir John couldn't read very well 
either is the footnotes that several writers appended to their poems.11 If, 
for example, at Canto IV, line 1 of The Rape of the Lock, Pope felt oblig­
ed to footnote his allusion to Book IV, line 1 of the Aeneid, 'by far the 
best-known part of the best-known of all [classical] poems,' what are we 
to think of the level of literacy of his readers (p. 13)? At first glance this 
doubt seems more reasonable than Wasserman's confidence (pp. 27-28) 
that such notes are meant to stimulate the reader to search out unan-
notated echoes. When Ehrenpreis goes on to say that 'Dryden's notes to 
Annus Mirabilis have equally cruel implications,' though, he is on less 
firm ground. Here is how Dryden introduces these notes: 'In some places, 
where either the fancy, or the words, were his [Virgil's], or any others, I 
have noted it in the Margin, that I might not seem a Plagiary.'12 Far from 
presuming to tell his readers anything they don't know, Dryden is cover­
ing himself by proclaiming his own awareness of those imitations that he 
believes his readers are likely to spot.13 Like other writers we shall soon 
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examine, Dryden is not concerned at all with allusion in our sense, but 
only with imitation. Another very heavily annotated work of this period 
is The Pilgrim's Progress, whose margins are sometimes solidly black 
with citations to the Bible. Bunyan's motive seems to have been to pro­
claim his scriptural orthodoxy and authenticity, to defend his use of fic­
tion by showing that it rested on biblical fact; certainly no one would 
conclude from the presence of these notes that his readers didn't know 
their Bible! Pope's announcement of his notes to the Dunciad is probably 
more a part of his satire of his readers than a reliable indication of the 
real state of their literacy: The Imitations of the Ancients are added, to 
gratify those who either never read, or may have forgotten them; 
together with some of the Parodies, and Allusions to the most excellent 
of the Moderns.'14 Pope's note to The Rape of the Lock IV.1 does seem 
embarrassing; yet we should recall that he tried to accommodate his 
female readers, very few of whom knew Latin and most of whom had 
probably not read Dry den's translation. In any case, the import of foot­
notes is much more complicated than Ehrenpreis grants, and I at least am 
unwilling to allow them to diminish the importance of allusion for 
eighteenth-century literature. 

As we turn now to examine what eighteenth-century writers thought 
about allusion, we immediately face serious terminological problems. 
'Allusion' was an extremely vague term in the eighteenth century. Besides 
its present meaning, it could also signify figure, pun, comparison, trope, 
metaphor, reference in a very broad sense, or merely imitation.15 Unless 
the context provides a clue, there is seldom any way of telling whether 
the word carries anything like its modern sense or not. In Pope's state­
ment quoted above, for example, there is no clear distinction between 
imitations, parodies, and allusions. A few more examples will deepen 
our awareness of the range and ambiguity of our term: 

The Great Art of a Writer shews it self in the Choice of pleasing Allusions, which 
are generally to be taken from the great or beautiful Works of Art or Nature; for 
though whatever is New or Uncommon is apt to delight the Imagination, the chief 
Design of an Allusion being to illustrate and explain the Passages of an Author, it 
should be always borrowed from what is more known and common, than the 
Passages which are to be explained. 

Allegories, when well chosen, are like so many Tracks of Light in a Discourse, 
that make every thing about them clear and beautiful. A noble Metaphor, when it 
is placed to an Advantage, casts a kind of glory round it, and darts a Lustre 


