harold bloom anxiety of influence

harold bloom anxiety of influence is a pivotal concept in literary criticism that
addresses the challenges writers face when influenced by their predecessors. This theory,
articulated by the renowned literary critic Harold Bloom, posits that writers must grapple
with the legacy of great authors, often leading to an "anxiety" as they strive to assert their
unique voice. In this article, we will explore the fundamental aspects of Bloom's theory, its
implications for literature and creativity, and the ongoing discourse surrounding the
influence of past literary figures on contemporary writers. Furthermore, we will delve into
specific examples of this anxiety in action, as well as its relevance in modern literary
criticism.
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Understanding Harold Bloom's Theory

Harold Bloom's theory of the "anxiety of influence" is rooted in the belief that all writers
are influenced by past literary giants. This influence can create a psychological struggle,
where contemporary authors feel an overwhelming pressure to distinguish themselves
from their predecessors. Bloom suggests that this anxiety is a natural part of the creative
process, as writers seek to establish their voice in a landscape dominated by established
literary figures.

In his seminal work, "The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry," published in 1973,
Bloom outlines how this anxiety manifests in various ways. He argues that writers engage
in a complex relationship with their influences, often leading to feelings of inadequacy or
fear of being overshadowed. This dynamic is not merely a hurdle; it is a crucial aspect of
artistic development that drives innovation and originality.



The Components of the Anxiety of Influence

Bloom identifies several key components that contribute to the anxiety of influence. These
elements reflect the struggles writers face as they navigate their creative processes while
contending with the weight of literary history.

Influence and Originality

The quest for originality is central to Bloom's theory. Writers often grapple with the fear
that their work is derivative or that they are merely echoing the voices of those who came
before. This struggle can lead to a creative tension that propels authors toward
innovation, as they strive to carve out their identity in literature.

Misreading and Revisionism

According to Bloom, misreading is a vital component of the anxiety of influence. Writers
often misinterpret their predecessors' work, leading them to create responses that
challenge or transform the original text. This misreading can serve as a catalyst for new
ideas, pushing writers to re-examine established norms and conventions.

Poetic Misprision

Bloom introduces the concept of "poetic misprision," which refers to the misinterpretation
of a predecessor's work. This misprision is not a failure but rather a necessary process
that allows writers to assert their originality. By reinterpreting and challenging existing
texts, authors can create new meanings and contribute to the literary dialogue.

Historical Context of Bloom's Criticism

Harold Bloom's criticism emerged during a time of significant change in literary theory.
The rise of poststructuralism and feminist theory, among others, shifted the focus from

authorial intent to reader response. In this context, Bloom's emphasis on the individual

author's struggle against their influences provided a counterpoint to prevailing theories
that downplayed the author's role.

Additionally, Bloom's work can be seen as a reaction against the New Criticism movement,
which prioritized close reading and formal analysis, often sidelining the author’s historical
context. Bloom's focus on the psychological aspects of literary creation offered a fresh
perspective that highlighted the emotional and intellectual dimensions of writing.



Examples of Anxiety of Influence in Literature

Numerous literary figures exemplify the anxiety of influence as described by Bloom. These
examples illustrate how writers have navigated their influences and the resulting creative
tensions.

Shakespeare and His Predecessors

William Shakespeare is a prime example of a writer who engaged with the anxiety of
influence. Drawing from classical works and earlier playwrights, Shakespeare faced the
challenge of creating original narratives while acknowledging the weight of his
predecessors. His ability to reinterpret existing stories and characters showcases the
transformative power of this anxiety.

Modernist Writers

Modernist writers such as T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound also grappled with the anxiety of
influence. Eliot's "The Waste Land" reflects a complex interplay with earlier literary
traditions, showcasing his struggle to forge a new identity in a fragmented world.
Similarly, Pound's work exemplifies the tension between homage and innovation as he
sought to redefine poetic forms.

The Impact of Anxiety of Influence on
Contemporary Writers

The anxiety of influence continues to resonate in contemporary literature. Modern authors
often cite their predecessors as both inspiration and a source of pressure. This dynamic
can lead to a rich interplay of voices and styles, resulting in innovative literary forms.

Contemporary writers such as Zadie Smith and David Foster Wallace have openly
discussed their relationships with literary influences. Their works reflect a blend of
homage and critique, demonstrating how the anxiety of influence can lead to
groundbreaking literary achievements.

Critiques and Counterarguments to Bloom's
Theory

While Bloom's anxiety of influence has garnered significant attention, it has also faced



critiques. Some scholars argue that Bloom's focus on individual authors neglects the
collaborative and communal aspects of literary creation. They contend that literature is
influenced not only by individual predecessors but also by broader cultural and social
contexts.

Others suggest that the anxiety of influence may not be universally applicable to all
writers. For some, the act of writing may not involve a significant struggle against past
influences, leading to alternative creative processes that do not align with Bloom's
framework.

Conclusion

Harold Bloom's concept of the anxiety of influence provides a compelling lens through
which to examine the relationships between writers and their predecessors. This anxiety is
not merely a source of distress; it is a driving force behind artistic innovation and the
quest for originality. As contemporary authors continue to navigate their influences,
Bloom's theory remains relevant, encouraging a deeper understanding of the complexities
of literary creation.

Q: What is the main premise of Harold Bloom's anxiety
of influence?

A: The main premise is that writers experience a psychological struggle due to the
influence of past literary figures, which can lead to feelings of inadequacy as they strive
for originality.

Q: How does misreading play a role in the anxiety of
influence?

A: Misreading allows writers to reinterpret their predecessors' works, which can lead to
creative responses that challenge and transform established texts, fostering originality.

Q: Can you provide examples of authors affected by the
anxiety of influence?

A: Notable examples include William Shakespeare, T.S. Eliot, and Ezra Pound, who all
navigated their influences while striving to assert their unique voices in literature.

Q: How has Bloom's theory impacted modern literary
criticism?
A: Bloom's theory has shifted the focus towards the individual author's psychological



experience, providing a counterpoint to theories that emphasize reader response and
cultural contexts.

Q: Are there critiques of Bloom's theory?

A: Yes, some critics argue that Bloom's focus on individual authors overlooks the
communal aspects of literature and that not all writers experience significant anxiety
regarding their influences.

Q: What is the significance of poetic misprision in
Bloom's theory?

A: Poetic misprision refers to the reinterpretation of a predecessor's work, allowing
authors to create original meaning and identity through their responses to established
literature.

Q: How does the anxiety of influence drive literary
innovation?

A: The tension between influence and originality can push writers to experiment with new
styles and forms, ultimately leading to innovative literary contributions.

Q: Is the anxiety of influence relevant to contemporary
writers?

A: Yes, contemporary authors continue to grapple with their literary influences, often
discussing the pressure to create original work while acknowledging the impact of their
predecessors.

Q: What role does originality play in the anxiety of
influence?

A: Originality is a central concern for writers experiencing this anxiety, as they strive to
differentiate their work from that of influential literary figures.
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