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INTRODUCTION: THE MIGHT OF
THE WESTERN CANON

Few  literary  debates  have  ignited  as
much  passion,  controversy,  and
intellectual  inquiry  as  the  question  of
which books truly matter. For decades,
scholars,  teachers,  and  casual  readers
have  grappled  with  the  challenge  of
identifying  the  works  that  have  most
profoundly  shaped Western  culture.  At
the heart of this conversation stands one

towering  figure:  Harold  Bloom.  His
monumental  effort  to curate a definitive
selection  of  great  writings  resulted  in
what  is  now  famously  known  as  the
Harold  Bloom Western Canon List.
This list, detailed in his 1994 book The
Western Canon: The Books and School of
the  Ages,  remains  one  of  the  most
influential—and  debated—literary
compi la t ions  ever  assembled .
Understanding  Bloom's  choices,  his
criteria,  and  the  fierce  reactions  they
provoke offers a fascinating window into
how we value literature and why some
stories  echo  through  the  ages  while
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others fade away.

WHO WAS HAROLD BLOOM?

Before  examining  the  list  itself,  it  is
essential to understand the man behind
it.  Harold  Bloom  (1930–2019)  was  a
Sterling Professor of Humanities at Yale
University  and  one  of  the  most  prolific
and controversial  literary  critics  of  the
twentieth century. He was known for his
prodigious  memory,  his  passionate
defense of the Western literary tradition,
and  his  often  combative  style.  Bloom
was  deeply  influenced  by  the  Romantic
poets, particularly Percy Bysshe Shelley
and William Blake, and his critical work
frequently explored themes of influence,
anxiety,  and  creative  originality.  He
argued that  great  writers  engage in  a
kind  of  Oedipal  struggle  with  their

predecessors, striving to carve out their
own unique voice while being shaped by
the giants who came before them. This
theory  of  the  anxiety  of  influence
became  a  cornerstone  of  his  critical
framework  and  directly  informed  his
approach  to  canon  formation.
Bloom  saw  himself  as  a  guardian  of
aesthetic  value in  an age he believed
was  increas ingly  dominated  by
ideological criticism, identity politics, and
academic fads. He was unapologetically
elitist in his literary tastes, insisting that
the primary criterion for inclusion in the
canon should be artistic excellence, not
social relevance or political correctness.
This stance made him a frequent target
fo r  c r i t i c s  who  accused  h im  o f
perpetuating a narrow, patriarchal, and
Eurocentric vision of culture. Yet for his
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many  admirers,  Bloom  was  a  heroic
defender  of  t imeless  beauty  and
intellectual  rigor  against  the  forces  of
relativism and mediocrity.

UNDERSTANDING THE WESTERN
CANON

The term Western canon refers to the
body of  literature,  philosophy,  and  art
that  has  been  traditionally  considered
the  most  important  and  influential  in
Western  civilization.  It  includes  works
from ancient Greece and Rome, through
the Middle Ages,  the Renaissance,  the
Enlightenment, and into the modern era.
For centuries, this canon was relatively
stable, taught in schools and universities
as  the  foundat ion  of  a  c lass ical
education.  However,  beginning  in  the
1960s  and  accelerating  through  the

1990s,  the  canon came under  intense
scrutiny. Critics argued that it excluded
women, people of color, and voices from
non-Western  cultures,  and  that  it
reflected  the  values  of  a  dominant  elite
r a t h e r  t h a n  u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n
achievement.
B l o o m  e n t e r e d  t h i s  f r a y  w i t h
characteristic ferocity. He acknowledged
that the canon was not divinely ordained
but insisted that it was not merely a tool
of oppression either. For him, the canon
was  a  living  tradition  of  aesthetic
splendor,  a  conversation  among
geniuses  that  transcended  time  and
place.  His  Harold  Bloom  Western
Canon List  was his  attempt to codify
this tradition, to name the authors and
works  that  he  believed  possessed  the
strangeness  and  sublimity  that
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m a r k e d  t r u e  g r e a t n e s s .  B y
strangeness,  he  meant  a  kind  of
originality  that  defies  easy
assimilation—a  quality  that  makes  a
work feel both familiar and utterly new,
even after multiple readings.

THE CRITERIA FOR INCLUSION

Bloom did  not  select  works  based  on
popularity, moral instruction, or political
message. Instead,  he focused on what
he  called  aesthetic  strength.  This
strength  manifested  itself  in  several
ways:  linguistic  mastery,  cognitive
complexity, psychological depth, and the
ability  to  create  what  Bloom  termed
imaginal  space—a  world  so  vividly
realized  that  it  reshapes  the  reader's
own perceptions. He was also interested
in how a work contributes to the ongoing

dialogue  of  influence  among  writers.  A
canonical work, for Bloom, was one that
could not be ignored; later writers must
reckon with it,  either by embracing its
vision or by struggling to surpass it.
Another key criterion was the quality of
strangeness. Bloom believed that truly
great literature unsettles us. It does not
simply  confirm  our  existing  beliefs  or
soothe  our  anxieties;  it  challenges  us,
disorients  us,  and  ultimately  expands
our sense of what is possible in language
and  thought .  Th is  emphas is  on
strangeness  explains  why  Bloom
included  many  difficult,  obscure,  and
even uncomfortable works. He was not
building  a  cozy  library  of  comforting
classics; he was assembling a pantheon
of  chal lenges,  each  demanding
something different from the reader.
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THE FOUR MAIN SECTIONS OF
THE CANON

Bloom  organized  his  Harold  Bloom
Western  Canon  List  into  four  major
chronological  eras.  Each  section
captures  a  dist inct  phase  in  the
development  of  Western  literature,
highlighting the key figures who defined
their  age  and  influenced  those  who
followed.

The Theocratic
Age
This section covers works from the dawn
of Western literature up to the end of the
Middle Ages. It includes the foundational
texts of the Western tradition: Homer's

Iliad and Odyssey, the Greek tragedians
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, the
philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, and
the great Roman poets Virgil and Ovid.
Bloom also  includes  the  Hebrew Bible
( O l d  T e s t a m e n t )  a n d  t h e  N e w
Testament,  which  he  considered
essential for understanding the religious
and moral framework of Western culture.
From  the  medieval  period,  he  selects
Dante  Alighieri  as  the  supreme  figure,
along  with  Chaucer,  the  anonymous
author of Beowulf, and the writers of the
Arthurian romances. For Bloom, this era
established  the  archetypal  patterns  of
heroism, tragedy,  and redemption that
would  echo  through  all  subsequent
literature.
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The Aristocratic
Age
This period spans from the Renaissance
through the  seventeenth  century.  It  is
dominated by the titans of the English
Renaissance,  particularly  William
Shakespeare  and  John  Milton.  Bloom
placed  Shakespeare  at  the  absolute
center  of  the  Western  canon,  arguing
that  he  is  the  most  or ig inal  and
psychologically  penetrating  writer  in
history.  He  believed  that  Shakespeare
invented our modern sense of character
and that his plays explore the full range
o f  human  consc i ousness  w i th
unpara l le led  depth .  A longs ide
Shakespeare ,  B loom  inc ludes

Christopher  Marlowe,  Ben  Jonson,  the
Metaphysical  poets  John  Donne  and
Andrew  Marvel l ,  and  the  French
playwrights  Molière  and  Racine.  This
age, in Bloom's view, was characterized
by a flowering of individual genius and a
sophisticated exploration of power, love,
and mortality.

The Democratic
Age
The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
saw  the  rise  of  the  novel  and  the
emergence of a more democratic literary
culture. Bloom's list for this era includes
the great English novelists: Jane Austen,
Charles Dickens, George Eliot, and Henry
James. He also celebrates the Romantic
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poets  William  Wordsworth,  Samuel
Taylor  Coleridge,  John  Keats,  Percy
Bysshe  Shelley,  and  Lord  Byron.  In
America,  he places Walt  Whitman and
Emily  Dickinson  as  the  two  great
originals, along with Herman Melville and
Nathaniel  Hawthorne.  European  figures
such  as  Johann Wolfgang von  Goethe,
Gustave  Flaubert,  Leo  Tolstoy,  and
Fyodor  Dostoevsky  also  feature
prominently.  Bloom  was  particularly
fascinated by how these writers grappled
with  the  anxieties  of  modernity,
exploring  themes  of  alienation,  social
change, and the search for meaning in a
world losing its religious certainties.

The Chaotic Age
The  twentieth  century,  which  Bloom
called  the  Chaotic  Age,  is  the  most
controversial  section  of  his  list.  It
includes  modernists  such  as  James
Joyce, Virginia Woolf, Franz Kafka, Marcel
Proust,  Thomas  Mann,  and  T.S.  Eliot.
Bloom  also  finds  room  for  later  figures
like Samuel Beckett, Jorge Luis Borges,
Pablo  Neruda,  and  Gabriel  García
Márquez. However,  he is notably more
selective  here,  arguing  that  the
twentieth century produced fewer works
of  lasting  aesthetic  greatness  than
earlier  periods.  He  excludes  many
popular and critically acclaimed authors,
and  he  expresses  skepticism  about
postmodern  literature,  which  he  often
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dismissed  as  derivative  or  overly  self-
conscious.  This  section  of  the  list  has
been  the  most  heavily  criticized,  with
detractors accusing Bloom of being out
of  touch  with  contemporary  literary
developments.

NOTABLE WORKS ON THE LIST

While a full enumeration of the Harold
Bloom Western Canon List would run
to hundreds of titles, a few entries stand
out  as  particularly  emblematic  of
Bloom's  vision.  Shakespeare's  King
Lear  exemplifies  his  ideal  of
sublimity—a work of such overwhelming
power  that  it  transforms  the  reader's
understanding  of  suffering,  madness,
and human dignity. Dante's The Divine
Comedy  represents  the  apex  of
theological poetry, a cosmic journey that

integrates  personal  experience  with
universal truth. Milton's Paradise Lost
is celebrated for its epic ambition and its
complex  portrayal  of  rebellion  and
obedience. Tolstoy's War and Peace is
praised  for  its  vast  scope  and  its
intimate  understanding  of  historical
forces and individual lives. Proust's In
Search of Lost Time  is hailed as the
supreme  achievement  of  modernist
introspection, a deep dive into memory,
time, and the nature of art itself.
Bloom was also known for championing
certa in  wr i ters  who  were  of ten
overlooked  by  other  critics.  He  was  a
fervent  admirer  of  Wallace  Stevens,
whose  philosophical  poetry  he  ranked
alongside the greatest achievements of
the Romantic tradition. He also elevated
John  Ashbery  as  a  major  figure,



Harold Bloom Western Canon List 9

9

praising  his  radical  originality  and  his
ability to capture the elusive quality of
consciousness.  These  choices  reflect
Bloom's  wil l ingness  to  challenge
conventional  literary  hierarchies,  even
as he upheld the idea of a canon.

CONTROVERSIES AND
CRITICISMS

From the moment it was published, the
Harold  Bloom  Western  Canon  List
sparked  intense  debate.  The  most
common  criticism  was  that  it  was
overwhelmingly  white,  male,  and
European.  Of  the  roughly  400  authors
Bloom  included,  only  a  handful  were
women, and even fewer were writers of
color .  Cr i t ics  accused  Bloom  of
reinforcing  a  conservative  cultural
agenda  that  excluded  marginalized

voices  and  perpetuated  a  narrow
worldview.  Feminists  pointed  to  the
absence of major women writers such as
Sappho, George Sand, and Toni Morrison
(though Bloom did later include Morrison
in  revised editions).  Postcolonial  critics
noted  the  lack  of  representation  from
Africa, Asia, and the Americas outside of
a narrow European tradition.
Bloom responded to these criticisms with
characteristic  defiance.  He  argued  that
the canon was not about representation
but  about  aesthetic  merit.  He  insisted
that he evaluated works solely on their
literary  quality,  not  on  the  identity  of
their  authors.  He also  maintained that
many non-Western works simply did not
meet  his  criteria  for  strangeness  and
sublimity.  This  position  further  inflamed
his critics, who saw it as a defense of
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cultural  elitism.  The  debate  over  the
canon  became a  proxy  war  for  larger
struggles over multiculturalism, identity
politics,  and the purpose of  education.
Bloom's  l ist  became  a  symbol  of
everything  that  was  wrong  with  the
traditional  literary  establishment,  while
for his defenders, it was a brave stand
against the politicization of art.
Another  line  of  criticism  focused  on
Bloom's  subjective  criteria.  How  could
one person's taste determine what was
c u l t u r a l l y  i m p o r t a n t ?  B l o o m
acknowledged that his list was personal
and idiosyncratic, but he insisted that his
judgments were grounded in decades of
close  reading  and  deep  comparative
analysis. He argued that the best critics
cultivate a  canonical  sensitivity  that
allows  them  to  recognize  greatness

when they see it. For his detractors, this
was  simply  a  way  of  dressing  up
personal preference as objective truth.

THE LEGACY OF BLOOM'S CANON

Despite  the  controversies,  the  Harold
Bloom Western Canon List has had a
lasting  impact  on  literary  studies  and
popular culture. It has been used as a
reading guide by countless students and
autodidacts  seeking  to  educate
themselves in the Western tradition.  It
has  been  debated  in  classrooms,
academic  conferences,  and  literary
journals. It has inspired other critics to
compile  their  own  lists,  sparking  a
broader  conversation  about  what  we
should read and why.
Bloom's  list  also  contributed  to  the
revival of interest in close reading as a
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critical method. At a time when literary
theory  was  increasingly  focused  on

historical context, political ideology, and
reader response, Bloom insisted on the
primacy of the text


