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Northrop Frye's "Green World" :
Escapism and Transcendence

Frangois Furet recently suggested in a lecture at Yale that
the books that are most influential are likely to be those that pro-
vide maximum opportunity for misinterpretation. He was spea-
king of Rousseau's Du Contrat Social and offered Marx as a
parallel instance. Other examples come to mind : the Bible and
the American Declaration of Independence may serve for examples.
Listening to Furet and having this present occasion in my
thoughts I began to wonder if Northrop Frye's celebrated essay
"The Argument of Comedy" of 1948!, drawn on in a thousand
student papers, is not, at its own level of importance, another
example of the same phenomenon. Like the more august instances
it lives on mainly in its memorably succinct phrases, like
"blocking figures", "comic catharsis" and above all "the green
world". And maybe with the same result.

- Can one take this phrase out of its fashionable usage and
restore it to the more exact meaning it had in the original publi-
cation, as Furet tried to do with Rousseau ? I fear not. Frye's use
of it is very broad, and as he moves from page to page the mea-
ning expands as the dichotomy he sets up between the "green" and
the "normal" worlds has to accommodate different aspects of
Shakespearean comedy, not only the contrast between commerce
and aristocracy in The Merchant of Venice but also that between
the bed-trick and the marital bed in All's Well that Ends Well. But
there is an even larger problem in Frye's and other people's use of
the Green World idea. What is its relation to what is called "the
normal world” 7 At the end of the essay Frye says that "Shake-
speare endows both worlds with equal imaginative power, brings
them opposite one another and makes each world seem unreal
when seen by the light of the other”. That is, they must be given
equal status and our emotional involvement with one must be as
strong as with the other. But this is an attitude which the rest of
the essay seems to subvert, not by specific argument but by a
rhetoric whose power is responsible, I believe, for the extraordi-
nary influence Frye's vocabulary has enjoyed.



Frye begins his exemplification of the green world with the
English folk-plays, and tells us that these show "the triumph of
life over the waste land". The echo of T. S. Eliot here, and behind
Eliot to Jessie L. Weston, and behind Jessie L. Weston to Sir
James Frazer's The Golden Bough, points usefully to the intel-
lectual milieu from which the idea of the Green World draws its
significance. Drawing on these predecessors Frye seems here to be
looking for a means to spiritualise the aesthetic experience availa-
ble to us in the wasteland of modern life, so that we can expect to
emerge at the end of a Shakespeare comedy, as if from a ritual into
a Renouveau, strengthened and purged from petty moralisms,
liberated into spiritual understanding.

The general outline of the pattern Frye describes has always
been available,of course, in the traditional language of a dichoto-
my between court and pastoral, between negotium and otium —
terms which have the advantage of being those that Shakespeare
and his contemporaries would have recognised (and the correspon-
ding disadvantage that they then seem descriptive and not interpre-
tative). The pastoral pattern, like Frye's, shows us a retreat from
the normative court or the city into a world of more simple and
direct emotional relationships where human nature is undistorted
by ambition or the claims of responsibility or even (as one must
add in 1994) by narrowing definitions of gender. But the idea of
pastoral seems to have offered few charms to the youth of the 60s,
70s, or 80s, the generation that picked up with enthusiasm the
idea of the Green World. I ask myself why one vocabulary should
be more appealing than the other. I have already mentioned the
distinction between description and interpretation : who would
wish to be known as a describer when he might claim the status of
an interpreter ? There is also the point that pastoral draws on a
divisive social milieu, raises issues of class distinction, of social
condescension, memories of Marie Antoinette at the Petit Trianon.
And these are memories that make modern minds uncomfortable.
To.translate the pastoral into anthropological or archetypal terms
allows us to see the lure of an idealistic escape from the waste land
of the modern city in terms that bypass historical limitations and
give the idea a faintly religious (though post-Christian) resonance.
The notion thus becomes abstracted enough to be taken as a gene-
ral law that applies to human nature without prejudice of race,
creed, or colour (as the shibboleth goes).



Frye, however, has been perfectly explicit about the reli-
gious content of the pattern for him. In an interview he gave to
Maclean's Magazine on April 5, 1982 he said "I'm really building
everything around a highly personal vision, a vision I think I've
had since I was a child". This vision, he goes on to explain, is the
story of how "man once lived in a garden of Eden, how that world
was lost and how we some day may be able to get it back again”.
Frye does not mention the green world in this interview but I
think one can establish a link between Eden and the green world
by considering what was probably Frye's source for the phrase —
in Marvell's poem The Garden3, especially in stanzas six and
eight :

Meanwhile the mind, from pleasures less
Withdraws into its happiness :

The mind, that ocean where each kind
Does straight its own resemblance find ;
Yet it creates, transcending these

Far other worlds and other seas ;
Annihilating all that's made

To a green thought in a green shade.

and then below :

Such was that happy garden state
.- While man there walked without a mate etc.

It is, of course, quite unfair to use simplistically one part
of Frye's massive oeuvre to elucidate another part. The Renouveau
he is concerned with in his criticism is not explicitly Christiani-
sed. In the essay he makes his point only within the limitations of
art : only there, he suggests, can' we experience the sense of inno-
cence recovered as we turn back to the normal world and see it
with the clarified vision that the green world has provided. Only
there can the desert be imagined in full bloom, the waste land in-
undated with the waters of fertility. .

' Held within such limitations I do not question the relevance
of some such pattern to the structure of Shakespearean comedy.
But I have some reservations about Frye's presentation of it. These
relate not so much to the pattern itself as to the implicit tendency
within it. As a critical move among critical moves the idea of a
green world has much force. But it is obviously difficult to pre-
serve its status as a literary hypothesis rather than a social possi-
bility or-a gesture towards political liberation*. The great popula-
rity of the phrase among students of the last three decades derives,





















