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• Viktor Shklovsky, Art as Technique (1917) 
• Shklovsky opens his essay by criticizing a certain theory of art from the previous 

generation of Russian critics, the idea that “Art is thinking in images” 
• According to Shklovsky: “Art is thinking in images” is a worn maxim that is 

regrettably the starting point for many kinds of systematic literary theory 
• Shklovsky specifically cites the work of Alexander Potebnya, a Russian linguist and 

literary critic from the generation prior to Shklovsky’s, as displaying this faulty 
interpretation 

• Shklovsky then outlines Potebnya’s ideas  
o Alexander Potebnya: “Without imagery there is no art, and in particular no 

poetry.” 
o Alexander Potebnya: “Poetry, as well as prose, is first and foremost a special way 

of thinking and knowing.” 
o For Potebnya, the imagery of poetry musty permit an “economy of mental effort” 

during reading and interpretation 
 There must be a “sensation of the relative ease of the process” 
 When this economy is achieved, says Potebnya, there is then an aesthetic 

feeling created in the reader 
o Potebnya described the images in poetry as “the fixed predicate of that which 

undergoes change” and concluded that “the image is far clearer and simpler than 
what it clarifies” 
 Potebnya believed that since the purpose of the image is to remind us of 

the thing for which the image stands, we must therefore always be more 
familiar with the image than with that which the image is aimed at  

 The image is always an approximation and in order to have an effect, says 
Potebnya, it must be a familiar image  

o So Potebnya is arguing that the familiar, commonplace image is used in order to 
illustrate the abstract and complex world of reality and thought 
 Or, as may be said: “to clarify the unknown by means of the known” 

o However Shklovsky, as we will see, takes precisely the opposite view 
 For Shklovsky, the best poems are those that help clarify the ordinary, 

commonplace reality we experience by deploying fresh, unfamiliar 
imagery 

 Shklovsky points out that certain writers (he mentions Fyodor Tyutchev 
and Nikolai Gogol) frequently gain their effects by the bold use of 
imagery that is fitted to everyday objects like lightning or the sky  

• Tyutchev describes far-off lightning as deaf and dumb demons 
• Gogol describes the sky as the garment of god 

 Thus with these two examples the thing we are led to contemplate is not 
an abstract or complex metaphysical property but something so ordinary 
and habitual to us (lightning, the sky) that we usually lack the means to 
appreciate it 

• Shklovsky believes critics are too quick to follow Potebnya’s maxim that art is thinking 
in images and thus they build up elaborate (read: overwrought) interpretations of 
imagery in poetry 
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o Suddenly, in the work of these critics, the same image becomes a representation 
of innumerable subjects, stands for innumerable things 

o And it is precisely this loosening up of meaning and interpretation that Shklovsky 
and the Russian Formalists are fighting against 
 The Russian Formalists are critical of too much reliance on interpreting 

the image in order to explain art 
 Part of this skepticism stems from the fact that when one looks at poetry 

on the historical axis, one sees that the imagery changes very little from 
century to century, from nation to nation 

• According to Shklovsky, one can see that imagery in poetry flows 
on without changing 

• Shklovsky: “The more you understand an age, the more convinced 
you become that the images a given poet used and which you 
thought his own were taken almost unchanged from another poet.” 

• Shklovsky realizes that poets are much more concerned with 
arranging images than with creating them 

o On the construction of good poetry, Shklovsky says 
“Images are given to poets; the ability to remember them is 
far more important than the ability to create them” 

 Since the image is more or less fixed, that is, stable through time, critics 
have to resort to far-fetched new theories of these stable images in order to 
account for variation among texts  

• This reaching for interpretation has taken criticism out of any kind 
of sound methodology, say Shklovsky and the Russian Formlists 

• Thus, either we conclude that all art is the same (because the image 
is stable across time and place) or we loosen our unsupported view 
that art is only about the image and come up with a broader 
understanding of what constitutes art 

• Imagery and its Function 
• Potebnya reached his faulty conclusion about poetry equaling imagery because he did 

not distinguish between the language of poetry and the language of prose 
 Thus he ignored that there are two aspects of imagery 

• 1) imagery as a practical means of thinking, as a means of placing 
objects within categories; and 

• 2) imagery as poetic, as a means of reinforcing an impression 
 For example: If I see a child eating bread and butter and getting the butter 

on her fingers, I call “Hey, butterfingers!” – this is a figure of speech, a 
clearly prosaic trope from the first category of imagery 

• Here the image is within the category of the underlying object 
(butter is on the child’s fingers, the image is butterfingers) and thus 
it is a metonymic comparison 

• [In the American Heritage Dictionary, Metonomy is defined as: A 
figure of speech in which one word or phrase is substituted for 
another with which it is closely associated, as in the use of 
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Washington for the United States government or of the sword for 
military power.] 

 But if the child is playing with my glasses and drops them, and I call 
“Hey, butterfingers!” – this figure of speech is a poetic trope 

• In the first example, “butterfingers” is metonymic  but here it is 
metaphoric  

• In this second example, the child’s clumsy fingers are compared to 
something extraneous to them (that of someone having buttery or 
lubricated fingers) 

o In other words nothing in the underlying object of 
representation, a child with a faulty grip on something, 
contains imagery of butter or buttery or lubrication, but 
rather this image of buttery is being added to reinforce the 
impression that the child’s grip is clumsy/slippery 

• Poetic imagery is merely one means of creating the strongest possible impression 
o As a method it is, depending upon its purpose, neither more nore less effective 

than other poetic tropes 
 These other poetic tropes include: ordina: ordinary or negative parallelism, 

comparison, repetition, balanced structure, hyperbole, rhetorical devices 
o Poetic imagery is just but one of the devices of poetic language – this is 

contrasted with Potebnya’s idea that imagery is the only trope at work in poetry 
• In contrast to poetic imagery, prose imagery is a means of abstraction – if a young girl 

calls a ball a little watermelon, she could easily call it a lampshade, or a head 
o The abstraction here is that of the object’s characteristic of roundness 
o This image remains within the same class of associations (those of roundness) and 

is thus metonymic and therefore not poetic 
• Shklovsky recognizes the phenomenon that a work may be 1) intended as prosaic and 

accepted as poetic; or 2) intended as poetic and accepted as prosaic  
o This suggests, he says, that the artistry attributed to a given work results from the 

way we perceive it, not from its inherent imagery 
• So for a working definition of “works of art,” Shklovsky means “works created by 

special techniques designed to make the works as obviously artistic as possible” 
o This is how the Russian Formalists define literature – it is anything that attempts 

literariness (anything that deploys the tropes of literature, i.e. poetry) 
o Thus – as in the example by literary critic Paul Fry – if we read a train schedule as 

an image of modern connectivity and hyperpaced technological life, we are 
reading that train schedule as literature (the Russian Formalists would say) 
because the image of dozens of trains arriving and departing daily on a fixed 
schedule is not being interpreted practically (the way a commuter would interpret 
it who needs to take a train home from work) but is being interpreted poetically 
(the way an artist might interpret it as a representation of culture and our modern 
condition)  

• In other words, the Formalists do admit a place for imagery in poetry, but they sharply 
differ with Potebnya and earlier critics who believed it was the only thing in poetry 
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• For Formalists, imagery is certainly one of the tropes of poetry, and whether something 
is poetic or not does not depend on the mere presence of imagery but rather whether 
that image is interpreted prosaically (i.e. metonymically) or poetically (i.e. 
metaphorically) 

• Formalists and Creative Effort 
• The law of economy of creative effort is generally accepted, says Shklovsky 

o The laws says that it is crucial to economize the reader’s attention 
o Meaning there is only a certain amount of mental effort a reader is willing or able 

to expend and the author must not needlessly waste that store 
 According to this “law,” language is the vehicle for thought, and any 

friction or inertia of this vehicle reduces its efficiency  
• Thus friction and inertia in language must be reduced to the 

smallest possible amount otherwise the reader will not be able to 
appreciate the artistic work 

o The soul is not inexhaustible and must carry out its processes as expediently as 
possible, says this law 

o Thus according to this way of understanding art, a satisfactory style is precisely 
that style which delivers the greatest amount of thought in the fewest words  

• However, the Formalists reject this theory of economy and efficiency and argue that it 
is precisely the smooth and efficient language that slips by unnoticed, while poems that 
are difficult or “roughened” force the reader to attend to them  
o Formalists say this law of efficiency is based on unverified facts and opinion 
o Perhaps efficiency of language is desirable for “practical” language but this does 

not make it desirable for “poetic” language 
o Indeed, for as perception becomes habitual and efficient, it becomes automatic 

 Thus, all our habits retreat into the area of the unconsciously automatic 
• This principle explains why in ordinary speech we leave phrases 

unfinished and words half-expressed and yet our meaning is still 
understood (because here the imagery is so commonplace) 

o In this process, complete things and thoughts are replaced 
by symbols 

 By this method of symbolic thought we apprehend objects only as shapes 
with imprecise extensions; we do not see them in their entirety but rather 
recognize them by their basic characteristics  

• We see the object as though it were enveloped in a sack, seeing 
only its silhouette 

o The object, perceived thus in the manner of prose 
perception, fades and does not leave even a first impression 
 Ultimately, even the essence of what it was is 

forgotten  
 And so through this habitualization life is reckoned as nothing – 

habitualization devours works, clothes, furniture, one’s spouse, and the 
fear of war 

• From Tolstoy’s diary: “If the whole complex lives of many people 
go on unconsciously, then such lives are as if they had never been” 
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• Thus art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists 
to make one feel things, to make the stone stony 

• The technique of art is to make objects “unfamiliar” – to make 
forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception 
because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and 
must be prolonged 

o After we see an object several times, we begin to recognize it 
 The object is in front of us and we know about it but we do not see it – 

hence we cannot say anything significant about it 
 Art, then, removes objects from the automatism of perception in several 

ways 
o This principle of making art strange Shklovsky called Defamiliarization 

• For example, Tolstoy makes the familiar seem strange by not naming the familiar 
object – he describes an object as if he were seeing it for the first time, an event as if it 
were happening for the first time 
o In describing something he avoids the accepted names of its parts and instead 

names corresponding parts of other objects 
o E.g.: Tolstoy in “Shame,” defamiliarizes the idea of flogging– 

 “To strip people who have broken the law, to hurl them to the floor, and to 
rap on their bottoms with switches…to lash about on the naked buttocks.  
Just why precisely this stupid, savage means of causing pain and not any 
other – why not prick the shoulders or any part of the body with needles, 
squeeze the hands or the feet in a vise, or anything like that?” 

 Here the familiar act of flogging is made unfamiliar both by the 
description and by the proposal to change its form without changing its 
nature 

o Tolstoy constantly uses this technique of defamiliarizing  
 As another example, the narrator of his story “Kholstomer” is a horse, and 

it is the horse’s point of view (rather than a person’s) that makes the 
content of the story seem unfamiliar 

 Here is how the horse regards the institution of private property– 
• “I understood well what they said about whipping and Christianity.  

But then I was absolutely in the dark.  What’s the meaning of “his 
own,” “his colt?”  From these phrases I saw that people thought 
there was some sort of connection between me and the stable.  At 
the time I simply could not understand the connection.  Only much 
later, when they separated me from the other horses, did I begin to 
understand.  But even then I simply could not see what it meant 
when they called me “man’s property.”  The words “my horse” 
referred to me, a living horse, and seemed as strange to me as the 
words “my land,” “my air,” my water.” 

o Tolstoy uses this same technique in War and Peace, describing whole battles as if 
battles were something new  
 In this scene, Tolstoy describes Pierre’s attempt to cross a road to where 

prisoners are being held– 
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• “Pierre stood up from his new comrades and made his way 
between the campfires to the other side of the road where, it 
seemed, the captive soldiers were held.  He wanted to talk with 
them.  The French sentry stopped him on the road and ordered him 
to return.  Pierre did so, but not to the campfire, not to his 
comrades, but to an abandoned, unharnessed carriage.  On the 
ground, near the wheel of the carriage, he sat cross-legged in the 
Turkish fashion, and lowered his head.  He sat motionless for a 
long time, thinking.  More than an hour passed.  No one disturbed 
him.  Suddenly he burst out laughing with his robust, good natured 
laugh – so loudly that the men near him looked around, surprised 
at his conspicuously strange laughter.” 

 
“Ha, ha, ha,” laughed Pierre.  And he began to talk to himself.  
“The soldier didn’t allow me to pass.  They caught me, barred me.  
Me – me – my immortal soul.  Ha, ha, ha,” he laughed with tears 
starting in his eyes. 

 
Pierre glanced at the sky, into the depths of the departing, playing 
stars.  “And all this is mine, all this is in me, and all this is I,” 
thought Pierre.  “And all this they caught and put in a planked 
enclosure.”  He smiled and went off to his comrades to lie down to 
sleep.” (Volume IV, Part 13, ch. 14) 

 
• Tolstoy also attacked dogmas and rituals of the orthodox church, portraying them as if 

they were unfamiliar, substituting everyday meanings for the customarily religious 
meanings of the words common in church ritual 
o Many people found it blasphemous to present as strange and monstrous that 

which they accepted as sacred 
• Quite often in literature the sexual act is defamiliarized (as are the sexual organs) 
• A whole series of plots are based on a lack of recognition (which is at its core a play on 

defamiliarization)  
• According to Aristotle, poetic language must appear strange and wonderful 

o From Poetics: “For by deviating in exceptional cases from the normal idiom, the 
language will gain distinction” 

• One could even argue that defamiliarization is found wherever form is found 
o It is important to remember that the image is never a permanent referent for those 

mutable complexities of life which are revealed through it  
 The purpose of the image is not to make us perceive meaning but to create 

a special perception of the object 
• The image creates a “vision” of the object instead of serving as a 

means for knowing it 
• And by grappling with this strange image that the skilled poet 

presents to us, we are brought into a renewed contemplation of the 
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common object and thus our experience of reality (where the 
commonplace abounds) has been heightened 

o Defamiliarization seeks to show its object either by words which specify or 
describe it but which, during the telling, do not seem applicable  
 An example cited by Shklovsky is where the poet creates words with no 

referents or with ambiguous referents in order to force attention to the 
objects represented by the similar sounding word  

• By making the reader go through the extra step of interpreting the 
nonsense word, the writer prevents an automatic response, and 
forces the reader to consider the object  

o In defamiliarizing, the perception of disharmony in a harmonious context is an 
important component  
 The purpose of defamiliarization is to transfer the usual perception of an 

object into the sphere of a new perception – that is, to make a unique 
semantic modification  

• To make a unique semantic modification 
• There is such an idea as phonetic “roughening” 

o The language of poetry is, then, a difficult, roughened, 
impeded language 

 Indeed in studying poetic speech and its phonetic and lexical structure 
(like the characteristic distribution of words and in characteristic thought 
structures compounded from the words), we find the artistic trademark – 
we find material obviously created to remove the automatism of 
perception (anything that attempts to remove the automatism of perception 
is art) 

• The author’s purpose is to create the vision which results from that 
de-automized perception  

• A work is created artistically so that its perception is impeded and 
the greatest possible effect is produced through the slowness of the 
perception 

o According to Herbert Spencer, in his Philosophy of Style: 
 “Just as the body in receiving a series of varying concussions, must keep 

the muscles ready to meet the most violent of them, as not knowing when 
such may come: so, the mind in receiving unarranged articulations, must 
keep its perspectives active enough to recognize the least easily caught 
sounds.  And as, if the concussions recur in definite order, the body may 
husband its forces by adjusting the resistance needful for each concussion; 
so, if the syllables be rhythmically arranged, the mind may economize its 
energies by anticipating the attention required for each syllable.”  

• This largely accords with Shklovsky’s theory of defamiliarizing, 
though he does fault Spencer for not distinguishing between prose 
rhythm and poetic rhythm 

o In prose the goal of rhythm is to be automatizing whereas 
in poetry, which certainly contains rhythm, the goal is to 
disorder predictive effort 
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• The rhythm of poetry must be a disordered rhythm – the goal is not to complicate the 
rhythm but to disorder it, a disordering which cannot be predicted  
o This will best achieve goals of defamiliarization  

• There are though, always limits to applying the technique of defamiliarization – should 
it be used to often, then it itself will become familiar  

 


