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Pity the Northrop Frye scholar. While the broad heading of literary theory seems to offer room for a virtual pantechnicon of ideas, the Canadian theorist’s works have been marginalized to the point of being considered something like alchemy -- possibly of historical interest, but really of no use in a post/modern world. The reasons for this fall from grace range from the lack of immediately apparent political usefulness (although Jonathan Hart has made a potent counterargument elsewhere) to the currently fashionable pluralistic worldview that rejects “synoptic theories” by definition.


Nonetheless, Frye scholars persist in their efforts, and those efforts are occasionally fruitful. One such fruitful example is Northrop Frye on Myth: An Introduction, Ford Russell’s examination of the seeds of Frye’s ideas, and how Frye adopted (and as importantly, adapted) those earlier concepts while shaping his own theories on literature.


Although Russell’s work is part of a Garland series on “theorists of myth,” he is quick to note that Frye’s interest is not in myth per se, but in the ways that myth shapes literature. As a result, Frye’s work is itself shaped by thinkers like Cassirer and Ricoeur, as well as such usual suspects as Frazer, Jung, and Spengler. Fortunately for those of us who have not read as extensively as Frye, Russell gives reasonable summaries of these authors, as well as biographical information where appropriate. One nice touch is an appendix that lists references to myth theorists in the Frye corpus, although the listing doesn’t accurately reflect how much value Frye placed upon a given theorist (For example, in Anatomy of Criticism, John Ruskin is mentioned ten times, as compared to two mentions of Spengler.)


Russell notes that while Frye ranges through psychology, anthropology, and philosophy, he is always focused on literature, which is not myth itself, but something that grows out of myth. Likewise, Frye’s theories are not myth theories, but ideas that grow from myth theories.  Russell observes that in the process of growing his critical ideas,  Frye reconciles conflicts among his intellectual ancestors. For example, Freud becomes the model for Frye’s notion of what a writer does, while the reader’s activities, for Frye, are more Jungian in nature. Other thinkers’ ideas are spliced and recombined like so much intellectual DNA as well -- Frye caroms Spengler off Frazer, Cassirer off Freud -- and Russell discusses the collisions and their results. Finally, Russell compares Frye’s theories to Origen’s ideas of biblical hermeneutics, with an eye toward a reader’s “death and rebirth” process is approaching a text -- a notion that appears in both men’s works.

Ultimately, the book is a biography of Frye’s theories. As such, it is unsurprising that Russell’s primary focus is Anatomy of Criticism, which of course remains Frye’s signature work to present-day readers. Russell does discuss other of Frye’s books and essays along the way, and notes Frye’s shift in approach, as his career went on, from theoretical works to practical/teaching books. However, because most readers’ exposure to Frye revolves around the Anatomy, Russell’s focus is entirely appropriate.

Of course, a simple chronicle (or even a complex chronicle) of Frye’s influences, while perhaps of some interest to his disciples,  doesn’t offer much to other readers. What is of particular interest in this book is Russell’s examination of the mythic figure that underlies Frye’s own work: the myth of the ideal reader. This reader “absorbs, assimilates, and internalizes the literary traditions of comedy, tragedy, romance and satire so thoroughly that they can be brought to bear concurrently on whatever texts he reads” (106). It is this heroic reader who is the hero of Frye’s myth of the encounter with literature. An examination of Frye’s account of how readers interact with texts allows Russell to explicate the “Theory of Myths” section of the Anatomy -- the section that has left many readers, to borrow Russell’s term, “lost in an expressionistic fogbank” (xvi). This is useful indeed, and it opens up possibilities for the reclamation of Frye’s ideas by the hermeneutical followers of Gadamer, as Russell observes (183). In fact, this book can supply useful ammunition to those interested in reintroducing Frye to the present-day critical landscape.

Less usefully, the 152 pages of text are accompanied by 59 pages of end notes, many of which offer useful explanations and insight that would provide greater benefit to the reader if they were interpolated into the text, rather than tucked away at the end. Given that the book announces itself as an introduction, it would make sense to incorporate as much useful (i.e., explicatory) material into the main text as can be done without making the book unwieldy. At times, Russell makes awkward, announced transitions, as happens at the beginning of the chapter on Frye and Jung. Elsewhere, turns of phrase such as “For my purpose of setting Frye in conversation Paul Ricoeur” (132) indicate either sloppy proofing or a quirky prose style. But these are minor complaints, and we can trust that they will be answered in subsequent editions.

Ford Russell has written a book of interest, not only to “Fryedolators,” but also to anyone with an interest in literary theory and the history of ideas. As Russell observes, “[…] the Anatomy is beginning to look more like the most traditional literary critical work the century produced” (ix). If we accept this, a guide to the traditions that produced the Anatomy is a worthwhile project. Russell’s work demonstrates just what a variety of traditions merged to form Frye’s theory, and it does this in a useful and comprehensible manner. 

