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GENOLOGY AS A NOETIC INSTRUMENT TO UNDERSTANDING LITERATURE
Literary genre is for many reasons a fascinating category. Not only it is an attempt to approach pieces of art systematically. Literary genres also reflect the dominating view of life and even lifestyles of a selected period. Critics often point out that each epoch had its “characteristic” genre:

· Prevalent genre of the ancient times was drama;

· Dominating genre of middle ages was poetry;

· The most popular genre of present period is prose. 

As understanding literature lies on understanding context and interrelation of literary pieces, attention will be paid to genesis, transformations and experiments with the concept of literary genre in various literary periods in order to point out the continuity of development and relationships between various historical and contemporary genres. 

What is a Literary Genre? 

Before we advance to the essentials of genology (literary discipline focused on literary genres), it is necessary to answer the basic question: what is a literary genre? The answer to this question is surprisingly difficult:

The word “genre” relates to the French term genre (meaning “kind” or “type” or “class”; Cuddon, 1998:342). It refers to the category or sort (Žilka, 1984:208; Timofejev – Turajev, 1981:293) of a literary work. Genre represents a normative esthetic convention which serves as an invariant model for creating of specific texts which represent variant forms of genre invariant (Žilka, 1984:208). In order to illustrate this ambivalent nature of genre, Chris Barker (2006:202-204) uses an illustrative metaphor: Genre is like jazz – it partially follows and copies the pre-described form but it also improvises and enriches the original form. The result is that the spectator perceives the original form as well as the improvisation based on the original as a creative enhancement of the original.
Thus genre and its formal elements (such as the type of hero, conflict and resolution, to name a few) alter and enrich or diminish with any new usage and each deviation from the norm becomes a new norm. History and evolution of literary genres has been a subject of many researchers, for example those conducted by G. Steiner, G. Muller, J. Pašteka and many others. 

What is Genology?

The research of literary genres is one of the oldest and most complex kinds of literary research. It is carried out by several disciplines; primarily by genology (Latin: genus = mode) and also by genre criticism and genre scholarship, partially also by comparative criticism and new type of rhetoric discourse called New Rhetoric. The nature of the research of literary genres has changed its substance several times in the history. Historically, the research of literary genres encompassed:

· normative historical research of literary genres (focused on normative taxonomy); 
· decoding functions of literary genres, advocated for example by J. Hvišč (1979:37);  

· search for complex literary relations, advocated for example by N. Frye (1957:131).

Understanding of literary genre inevitably requires a view of the genesis of literary genre in the history of literature. 

Some Historical Approaches to Literary Genres

Historically, there have been numerous approaches to the essence of literary genre. The very first attempt to systematically explore literary genre has been done by Aristotle in Poetics (355 AD). He believed that there are three basic literary genres – tragedy, comedy and poetry and that they have fixed characteristic elements which should be identifiable in any piece of art.  His criteria for genres were so well formulated yet non-prescriptive and that is perhaps why they have survived until present days. 

In medieval ages, the research of literary genres stagnated. Scholars were mostly searching for petrified elements of genres and set strict categories for what is and what is not a certain genre. 

A new evolutionary approach to genre was initiated by a French scholar, Ferdinand Brunetière, in 1890 in his study L´Évolution des genres dans l´histoire de la literature. He set five basic phases of the “life” of literary genres (1890:15): 

· Creation and existence;

· Differentiation (from other genres);

· Stabilization;

· Modification;

· Transposition (“death” of the original genre and creation, “birth” of a new one).

Brunetière´s thought was very innovative as he was the first who recognized that literary genres, just like many social and biological phenomena are subject to development, deterioration, transformation and sometimes also natural and historically conditioned end of their being. 
19th century, however, was greatly influenced by the positivistic philosophy and many overoptimistic attempts to quantify research, even in humanities emerged. Literary scholars were setting strict criteria on literary genres and conducted vigorous debates whether a certain piece of literature (e.g.  The Lady of the Camellias by Alexandre Dumas) contains pre-conceived elements (e.g. those of melodrama and tragedy) or not. Needless to say, this period was the high time for inflated scholarly debates searching for the “truth” about a literary work. 

Post Second World War literary scholarship was multilayered; there were both conservative and liberal genologic wings. 

The orthodox, conservative view is represented by George Steiner, the author of monograph The Death of Tragedy (1963). He denies the possibility of evolution of genres, namely of tragedy because, as he believes, tragedy was society-bound and the present-day society lacks the attributes of the ancient polis (town, community) which mostly lied on the principles of a closed society (compare: Karl Popper: Open Society). Thus, according to Steiner, no modern tragedy is possible. 

Another “ultraextreme” opinion on literary genres is represented by an Italian scholar Bernardo Croce. Croce denies the existence of literary genres as they are not inherent to the literary piece but only represent secondary, artificial aesthetic literary criteria. 

There were also more tolerant attempts to literary genres. New literary pieces based on the original genres were understood as enrichment of the original genre rather than its destruction. For example, notable scholars René Wellek and Austin Warren respect the historical attempts for “pure” genres (genre tranché) but for modern understanding of literary genres they set less normative criteria. Modern theory of genres is more interested in search for a common feature among genres (Wellek – Warren, 1966:235). 

Oscar Mandel (1961:62) attempted to systemize theory of genres and divided existing definitions of genres (namely tragedy) into four groups:

· Definition according to formal elements (e.g. nobility of the hero, unity of time and place, etc.). However, this approach has been rejected by many modern scholars as dated and unreliable (R. C. Miller, Arthur Miller). 

· Definition according to situation, focused on the essence of the situation depicted (e.g. Aristotle’s fall from great fortune to ill-fortune). This approach has been recognized by Július Pašteka and George Steiner. 

· Definition according to ethical directions, focused on the overall meaning of the play and its legacy for the spectator.  

· Definition according to the emotional effect of the play (or work of art in general, note JJ), based on the original Aristotelian imperative of fear and sympathy as navigational emotions of a play. Paul Hernadi calls this type of definition by another name, a “pragmatic orientation“ (Hernadi, 1972:37). 

Many scholars doubted measurability of one’s personal experience with literary genre. However, H. D. F. Kitto’s counterargument to these skeptical voices recommends to “trust” one’s literary intuition: “If the meaning is the total impact of the play on the audience, how is it possible to say what it is, since audiences vary from age to age? The answer is: If you trust the dramatist, if you will consider the form of his play, patiently and with some imagination, as being probably the best possible expression of what he meant, then you will be giving yourself the best chance of appreciating the impact of what he was hoping to make on the audience for which he was writing” (1960:7). 

There are almost as many systematic and a-systemic approaches to understanding genres as there are genres themselves and more will be developed. A scholar then faces the dilemma of which approach to select to obtain most objective results. Sometimes, the literary work itself invites a specific method of research (e.g. some features of a classic genre are so obvious one cannot but trace them systematically, as for example in Arthur Miller’s play Death of a Salesman, 1949). 

Othertimes, one just intuitively follows a certain type of genre and its elements and tries to interpret them in the selected work of art. In the next part, various methods and forms of genological research will be subject to a methodological analysis. 

Forms of Literary Genres

The form of literary genres contributes to the meaning of the artistic piece. 

Wellek and Warren (Wellek – Warren, 1966:231), for example, recognize:

· Outer form of genre (e.g. its metric system); and 

· Inner form of genre (e.g. approach, tone, aim or theme and type of audience.

One should remember that in quality art, nothing is deliberate, random or purposeless. Each detail has its significance within the broader context of a literary work and enhances its artistic impact on the perceiver. A French sculptor, August Rodin liked to sculpture his sculptures with the most solid shape because he believed that if a sculpture is pushed down the hill, everything that falls off is redundant. The same is true for quality literary works and the researcher’s role is to identify the indispensable parts and find out the importance of details as well as the whole. 

The Methods of Genological Research

According to a Slovak scholar Peter Zajac (Zajac, 1990:127-128), there are two basic approaches to the analysis of a literary genre: 

(1) DOWN TO TOP, and 

(2) TOP TO DOWN method. 

(1) DOWN TO TOP method (see Picture 1 below) starts with the analysis of individual genre elements. These elements can first be fragmentary and seemingly unrelated. Later in the course of the play, novel or other kind of literary work they tend to unite into a meaningful unity (Zajac, 1990:127-128). 
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 (Picture 1)

(2) TOP TO DOWN method starts with pre-conceived genre estimate which the researcher tries to support by individual elements, themes, and other literary features of the literary work. That means, one intuitively feels a play is a tragedy and then starts to systematically search for a broader system of tragic elements (e.g. nobility of the tragic hero, the moment of recognition, presence or absence of a chorus) in the play.  

Zajac understands both methods as complimentary and interrelated as long as they equally incorporate two features: inner differentiation of literary works and their complex nature (1990:127-128).

Nevertheless, both methods evoke the basic question of genologic research, which first has been asked by George Muller (1972:2): 

How can I define tragedy (or any other genre) before I know on which works to base the definition, yet how can I know on which works to base the definition before I have defined tragedy? 

This type of argumentation is called “circular evidence” and is generally inacceptable in exact scientific research. Robert B. Sewall, however, fully agrees with this sort of argumentation in literature and with regards to the specific nature of a literary genre accepts it as a legitimate form of genological research (Sewall, 1991:175). 

The Hierarachy of Genologic Terminology
In most literary scholarships, a tripartite structure of genre systems, starting from the most abstract terms towards the most specific ones) is followed (see  Ivan Šuša: K terminologickej diferenciácii v oblasti žánrovej klasifikácie z aspektu česko-slovenskej a talianskej teórie literatúry; 2006:1; Eva Hohn, 2010: 5-9): 

	Literary kind (SK: Literárny druh):
(general, high level of abstraction)

literary kind:

↓
	Lyrics, poetry 
	Prose 
	Drama 

	Genre (SK: Žáner)
(more concrete,

lower level of abstraction)

↓
	E.g.

poem 
	E.g. 

saga, 

novel 
	E.g. 

Tragedy, 

Comedy 

drama

 

	Genre variant (SK: Žánrový variant): (concrete, low level of abstraction)


	E.g.

Ode

Elegy

Idyll
	E.g. 

Heroic epos, 

novel of adventure, 

detective novel,  
	E.g. 

melodrama, 

grotesque, 

psychological play 


Unfortunately, many of these terms (for example genre and literary kind) have more terminological equivalents in various languages or they are misused (Compare: Buda, A.; (2014: 1-10). For example, drama denominates both literary kind and genre, which might cause genologic problems. Therefore, alternative terms for drama (as genre) have been introduced (e.g. drame, drama as a genre, SK: činohra), however, they are not abiding and scholars use them at random. That often causes imprecision in genre classification. 

Conclusion
Scholars differ in their opinions on the significance of literary genres as means to understanding literary works. Nowadays, literary genre is understood more as an essential  “orientation point” that transmits the very introductory information to the reader and helps the reader to organize his or her anticipations toward literary works. Therefore, genologic information about the genre and about various hybrids that enter and artistically enhance a literary work play a significant role in the process of acquainting oneself with a work of art in debate. 
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