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Introduction

When most people think of the Western literary tradition, they picture a handful of timeless works that have shaped
the way we understand narrative, character, and language. In the 20th century, one scholar made a definitive list of
those works that would come to be known as the Harold Bloom Western Canon list. Bloom’s compilation has
sparked debate, influenced curricula, and entered popular culture. This article explores Bloom'’s background, his
criteria for canonization, the specific authors and works he championed, the criticisms that have emerged, and how
his list continues to impact literary studies today.

Who Is Harold Bloom?

Harold Bloom (1930 2019) was an American literary critic, professor, and author whose prolific career spanned
more than five decades. He held positions at Harvard University, Yale, and the University of Chicago, and he was
the author of over 30 books, including the landmark Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human(1998). Bloom’s
scholarship is characterized by a deep reverence for the Western literary tradition, an emphasis on the aesthetic
experience of reading, and a belief that the “great books” possess a timeless quality that speaks to every
generation. His most controversial contribution, however, is the articulation of a definitive Western canon—an
ordered list of authors and works that he argued represent the pinnacle of literary achievement.

Bloom'’s Vision of the Western Canon

In Bloom'’s view, the Western canon is not a static set of texts but a dynamic conversation across centuries. He
argued that literature is a living dialogue, and the canon functions as a reference point for that conversation.

Bloom’s lists, published in books such as The Western Canon(1994) and later revised editions, were designed to
guide readers toward the most influential and aesthetically powerful works that have shaped the literary landscape.

The 17 Canonical Works

Bloom identified 17 works that he believed were essential for any serious study of Western literature. These works
span from the ancient Greek tragedy to the modernist novel, illustrating the evolution of narrative form and thematic
depth.

Homer — The lliad &amp; The Odyssey

Virgil — Aeneid

William Shakespeare — Hamlet, King Lear, Othello, Macbeth

John Milton — Paradise Lost

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe — Faust

Friedrich Schiller — William Tell, Mary Stuart

William Wordsworth — Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey
Samuel Taylor Coleridge — Rime of the Ancient Mariner

. Charles Dickens — Great Expectations, A Tale of Two Cities

10. Victor Hugo — Les Misérables

11. Fyodor Dostoevsky — Crime and Punishment, Notes from Underground
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12. Thomas Mann — Death in Venice

13. James Joyce — Ulysses

14. William Faulkner — The Sound and the Fury
15. John Steinbeck — Of Mice and Men

16. George Orwell — 1984

17. William Golding — Lord of the Flies

The 24 Canonical Authors

While the list of works is finite, Bloom identified 24 authors whose contributions span the entire canon. These
writers are considered the architects of Western literary thought, each offering a unique perspective on human
experience.

e Homer

* Virgil

¢ William Shakespeare

e John Milton

¢ Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
 Friedrich Schiller

e William Wordsworth

e Samuel Taylor Coleridge
¢ Charles Dickens

* Victor Hugo

¢ Fyodor Dostoevsky

¢ Thomas Mann

e James Joyce

e William Faulkner

¢ John Steinbeck

e George Orwell

e William Golding

e Homer

* Virgil

¢ William Shakespeare

e John Milton

* Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
 Friedrich Schiller

e William Wordsworth

The 24 Canonical Works

Complementing the author list, Bloom also curated 24 works that encapsulate the aesthetic and thematic breadth
of Western literature. These works include some of the same titles as the 17 canonical works but also incorporate
additional pieces that illustrate key literary developments.

Homer — The lliad

Homer — The Odyssey

Virgil — Aeneid

William Shakespeare — Hamlet
William Shakespeare — King Lear
John Milton — Paradise Lost

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe — Faust
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8. Friedrich Schiller — William Tell

9. William Wordsworth — Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey
10. Samuel Taylor Coleridge — Rime of the Ancient Mariner
11. Charles Dickens — A Tale of Two Cities

12. Victor Hugo — Les Misérables

13. Fyodor Dostoevsky — Crime and Punishment

14. Thomas Mann — Death in Venice

15. James Joyce — Ulysses

16. William Faulkner — The Sound and the Fury

17. John Steinbeck — Of Mice and Men

18. George Orwell — 1984

19. William Golding — Lord of the Flies

20. Homer — The lliad

21. Virgil — Aeneid

22. William Shakespeare — Hamlet

23. John Milton — Paradise Lost

24. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe — Faust

Bloom’s Methodology and Criteria

Bloom’s approach to canonization was rooted in a set of aesthetic and intellectual criteria that he believed
distinguished the great from the merely popular. He emphasized the following:

¢ Originality and Innovation: Works that introduced new narrative techniques or philosophical ideas.

¢ Universal Themes: Texts that explored fundamental human concerns—Ilove, power, mortality, identity.
« Historical Impact: Works that influenced subsequent writers and cultural movements.

Depth of Characterization: Stories with complex, psychologically realistic characters.

e Language and Style: Masterful use of language that creates lasting aesthetic pleasure.

Bloom also argued that the canon should be a “living body of work,” open to reinterpretation as new literary voices
emerge. Nevertheless, he maintained a fixed list because he believed that certain texts possess an enduring quality
that transcends temporal shifts.

Criticisms and Debates

While Bloom’s list has been celebrated for its clarity and scholarly rigor, it has also attracted criticism from various
quarters. Critics argue that the list is too Eurocentric, male-dominated, and fails to account for voices from non-
Western cultures or marginalized communities.

Feminist Critiques

Feminist scholars point out that Bloom’s canon excludes many influential female writers. Works by Mary Shelley,
Jane Austen, and Virginia Woolf, for example, are absent, leading to accusations that the list perpetuates gender
bias. Some feminist critics argue that the canon should be expanded to include women’s literary contributions,
which offer unique insights into gender, power, and societal structures.

Postcolonial Critiques

Postcolonial critics argue that Bloom's canon reinforces a Eurocentric narrative that sidelines literature from
colonized regions. They contend that authors such as Chinua Achebe, Rabindranath Tagore, and Ng —q) wa Thiong'o
provide essential perspectives on colonialism, identity, and resistance. By ignoring these voices, the canon risks



presenting a distorted view of global literary history.

Contemporary Relevance

Modern literary theorists question whether a fixed canon can keep pace with the rapidly evolving literary landscape.
They argue that the canon should be fluid, allowing for the inclusion of contemporary writers whose work reflects
current social and cultural realities. Others maintain that the canon’s purpose is to preserve a core set of works that
continue to inspire and challenge readers.

Using Bloom’s Canon List in Education

Despite criticisms, Bloom’s list remains a valuable resource for educators. It offers a structured framework for
building reading programs that emphasize literary quality and historical context.

Curriculum Design

Teachers can use Bloom’'s canon as a scaffold for curriculum development. By selecting works that illustrate
particular themes or narrative techniques, instructors can create units that build students’ analytical skills while
exposing them to a range of literary traditions.

Reading Guides

Reading guides and discussion questions tailored to Bloom’s canonical works can help students engage deeply
with the texts. These guides often focus on character development, thematic exploration, and stylistic analysis—
areas that align with Bloom'’s criteria for literary greatness.

Bloom’s Influence on Modern Literature

Harold Bloom’s canon has left an indelible mark on literary scholarship. His emphasis on the aesthetic experience
of reading has influenced generations of critics and writers. Many contemporary authors cite Bloom’s work as a
source of inspiration, drawing on his ideas about the enduring power of narrative and the importance of engaging
with literary history.

Alternatives to Bloom’s Canon

In response to the limitations of Bloom’s list, scholars and educators have proposed alternative frameworks that
aim to be more inclusive and representative.

The New Canon

Some propose a “New Canon” that incorporates contemporary writers from diverse backgrounds, including African
American, Latino, Asian, and LGBTQ+ voices. This approach seeks to balance historical significance with cultural
relevance, ensuring that the canon reflects the multiplicity of human experience.

Inclusive Curation
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