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Foreword

“There is not perhaps any Figure of Speech so pleasing, as THE METAPHOR’,
wrote the eighteenth-century linguistic thinker, James Harris. “"Tis at
times the Language of every Individual, but above all is peculiar to the Man
of Genius.”t Although backed by the testimony of Aristotle, this statement
is of less interest to us than the exercise in stylistic comparison, suggestive
of Quéneau, which precedes and occasions it. A vulgar utterance (‘Don’t
let a lucky Hit slip; if you do, be-like you mayn’t any more get at it’) is set
against an gffected one (‘Opportune Moments are few and fleeting; seize
them with avidity, or your Progression will be impeded’), and both are
contrasted with Brutus’s expression of the same idea through his metaphor
of taking a tide at the flood. Besides having ‘intrinsic elegance’, says Harris
(ibid., 197), such language as the third flatters the reader by leaving him “to
discover something for himself”.

More than metaphor is involved in the study of poetic language, and
even so outstanding a philologist as Harris was deaf to the poetry of
Chaucer (‘so uncouth’, p. 468), but it is nevertheless interesting to see lin-
guistics and criticism, nearly two hundred years ago, taking a few modest
steps to ‘knit hands’. How near is this Miltonic figure to a full realization
in our own times? The American scholar, Richard Ohmann, tells us scath-
ingly that for all the progress in linguistic theory critics have retained their
old benighted subjective habits: ‘the most serviceable studies of style con-
tinue to proceed from the critic’s naked intuition, fortified against the
winds of ignorance only by literary sophistication and the tattered gar-
ments of traditional grammar. Especially damaging is the critic’s inability,
for lack of a theory, to take into account the deeper structural features of
language, precisely those which should enter most revealingly into a styl-
istic description.’}:

+ Philological Inquiries (London, 1781), 186.
+ In Word, 20 (1964), 426.
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We may or may not think it just that Ohmann should thus bcratf: t.hc
critics, as we may or may not agree with how he assesses the potenua‘h'ty
of specific current linguistic theories; we must surely admit that the critics
have a case in counter~claiming that much of the recent linguistic work on
literature has been too elementary or trivial or laboriously irrelevant to
merit their serious consideration, and at best too much preoccupied with
the style of the most startlingly idiosyncratic writers. But itis bcyon.d ques-
tion that in recent years linguists have been turning their attention increas-
ingly to literary texts, and in ways that are of increasing interest to critics,
making possible, as Ohmann says, a ‘refinement in the practice of stylistic
analysis’. In these developments Geoffrey Leech has played a notable part,
and for some years now his work has been in demand from editors of sym-
posia in linguistic stylistics. In the present volume, however, he achieves
something thatis beyond whata symposium can by definition evenattempt:
a single mind, sensitive and well-read, applying a single view of linguistic
structure discursively and in some depth to the analysis of a wide range of
English poetry. His book will therefore be of immense value not onl‘y to
the students of English literature for whom it has primarily been written
but also to more senior readers: the critics who wish to see something of
what linguistics is coming to offer their discipline; and Mr Leech’s fellow
linguists who cannot fail to profit from his example. .

And so, like his previous successful volume, this book is greatly to be
welcomed in the series in which it appears. As our language and literature
have come to be studied more and more on a world-wide basis, there has
arisen an acute need for more information on the language and the ways
in which it is used. The English Language Serics secks to meet this need
and to play a part in further stimulating the study and teaching of English
by providing up-to-date and scholarly treatments of topics most relevant
to present-day English — including its history and traditions, its soun(% pat-
terns, its grammar, its lexicology, its rich variety in speech and writing,
and its standards in Britain, the US A, and the other principal areas where
the language is used.

University College London RANDOLPH QUIRK
August, 1968

Preface

This book is designed as an introductory course in stylistics for students of
English, and is based on my own experience of teaching the subject to first-
year undergraduates. Although it is *introductory” in the sense of ‘starting
from scratch’, it does not pretend to give a general survey of current ap-
proaches to the study of literary style; instead, it aims at developing one
particular approach, from introductory generalities down to the practical
details of textual interpretation. What I hope will emerge from these pages,
in outline, is a general scheme for the discussion of the language of literary
texts, and a framework of reference on linguistic matters for anyone in-
terested in the interpretation of poetry.

I emphasize that the linguistic and critical aspects of literary studies are
here regarded as complementary, the first being a tool of the second. One
of my motives for writing this book is an impatience with those who,
whether as linguists or as critics, have by intolerance or lack of imagination
fostered the view that the two disciplines of literary criticism and linguis-
tics work against, rather than for, one another. It is my hope that this book
may help to clear away some of the fog of misunderstanding, as well as
providing for a real teaching need in university English courses.

The first two chapters are perhaps noticeably easier than the others; they
cover ground which will be familiar to many students of English, butarca
necessary preparation for the more carefully analytic approach of later
chapters.

Passages of poetry for further discussion are suggested at the end of each
chapter. My intention is that these should be treated quite freely, according
to the needs and temperament of individual teachers or students. It should

‘perhaps be pointed out that a thoroughly fruitful discussion of each ex-

ample requires some knowledge of the poem’s background ~ biographi-
cal, intellectual, social, etc. They cannot, therefore, be compared with
textbook exercises for which the textbook itself is a complete preparation.
Ideally, the discussion of each piece should be preceded by background ex-
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position in much greater detail than my occasional explanatory notes can
provide. :

My debt to Randolph Quirk is far larger than that which a writer con-
ventionally owes to his editor; he has given unfailing encouragement and
guidance on all matters, from the most general issues of theory to the most
practical points of presentation and typography. I am also very grateful to
Frank Kermode, head of my department, for his interest and advice; to
John Chalker and Frank Fricker for valuable comments from a literary
viewpoint; to Sidney Greenbaum for a thorough reading of the book in
typescript, and for summarizing for my benefit an article in Hebrew by
U. Ornan; also to Roger Fowler for a detailed critique of Chapter 7; and
to my father-in-law George Berman for kindly acting as proof-reader.
What I owe to Winifred Nowottny through her book The Language Poets
Use will be plain from almost every chapter of this one; but in addition I
have a more personal debt to her, having been under her tutelage as a
student at the University of London, and having had the unforgettable
pleasure of attending the lectures upon which she later based her book. To
other colleagues in the English Department of University College London
I am grateful for giving me the benefit of their specialist knowledge on
various points of literary appreciation.

Finally, I acknowledge, without too much shame, the help of The Pen-
guin Dictionary of Quotations by J. M. and M. J. Cohen asa hunting-ground
for suitable illustrations.

University College London GNL
August, 1968

Acknowledgments

We are grateful to the following for permission to reproduce copyright material: George
Allen & Unwin Ltd and the Viking Press Inc for an extract from The Gift of Tongties by
Margaret Schlauch, Copyright 1942, Margaret Schlauch; author and author's agents for an
extract from Epigram: On His Books by Hilaire Belloc; The Bodley Head and Random House
Inc for an extract from *The Sirens’ from Ulysses by James Joyce; Curtis Brown Ltd and
Curtis Brown, New York for Letters from Iceland by W. H. Auden and Louis MacNeice,
Copyright © 1937 W. H. Auden and Louis MacNeice, renewed 1965 W. H. Auden;
Jonathan Cape Ltd and Harcourt, Brace & World Inc for an extract from ‘Lessons of the
War: 1. Naming of Parts’ from A Map Of Verona by Henry Reed; J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd and
New Directions for cxtracts from ‘From Love’s First Fever to her Plague’, ‘Fern Hill’,
¢ Ceremony after a Fireraid’, ‘ Vision and Prayer’, ‘A Grief Ago’, ‘This Bread I Break’ from
Collected Poems by Dylan Thomas, Copyright 1939, 1946 by New Directions, 1945 by
Trustees of the Copyrights of Dylan Thomas, and from Under Milk Wood by Dylan Thomas,
Copyright 1954 New Directions; Faber & Faber and Harcourt Brace & World Inc for
“secker of truth’ poem 3 of 73 Poems and *pity this busy monster, manunkind’ from Sefected
Poems 1923-1958 by e. e. cummings (American title Poems 1923-1954), Copyright 1944 by
¢. e. cummings, and for extracts from ‘East Coker’, “The Waste Land’, *The Hollow Men’,
*Marina’, *The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ from Collected Poems 1909~1 962 by T. S.
Eliot; Faber & Faber and Oxford University Press Inc for ‘Prayer before Birth’ from
Collected Poems of Louis MacNeice; Faber & Faber and Random House Inc for ‘Bantams In
Pine-Woods’ and ‘Metaphors of a Magnifico’ from The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens,
Copyright 1923, renewed 1951 by Wallace Stevens, for ‘The Wanderer' and ‘A Summer
Night’ by W. H. Auden from Collected Shorter Poems 1927-1957; Grove Press Inc for ‘Oread’
by Hilda Doolittle from Collected Poems, Copyright © 1957 by Norman Holmes Pearson; The
Trustees of the Hardy Estate, Macmillan & Co. Ltd and The Macmillan Companies of Canada
and New York for ‘In the Study’ and ‘ Ah, Are you Digging on my Grave’ from Collected Poemns
of Thomas Hardy, Copyright 1925 The Macmillan Co; Macmillan & Co. Ltd for ‘Poem
Without a Main Verb’ from Weep Before God by John Wain; author, author’s agents and the
Estate of the late Mrs Frieda Lawrence and The Viking Press Inc for an extract from ‘Snake’
from The Complete Poems of D. H. Lawrence, Vol. 1 (cdited U.S.A by Vivian De Sola Pinto
and F. Warren Roberts), Copyright 1923, 1951 by Frieda Lawrence; MacGibbon & Kee and
New Directions for *The Right of Way’ from Collected Earlier Poetns by William Carlos
Williams, Copyright 1938 William Carlos Williams; The Marvell Press for ‘Toads’ from
The Less Deceived by Philip Larkin; The Executors of Alice Meynell for * The Rainy Summer’
by Alice Meynell; Harold Owen, Chatto & Windus Ltd and New Directions for an extract
from *Strange Meeting’ from The Collected Poems of Wilfred Owen, Copyright © 1963
Chatto & Windus; The proprictors of Punch Publications for a limerick, © Punch; author,
author’s agents and Holt, Rinchart & Winston Inc for ‘Grass’ from Cornhuskers by Carl
Sandburg, Copyright 1918 by Holt, Rinchart & Winston Inc, 1946 by Carl Sandburg;




X ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

author, author’s agents and The Macmillan Co of New York for ! i

: 2 R or ‘Easter 1916° Copyright
1924, The Macmxl]:'m Co., 1952 by Bertha Georgie Yeats, for ‘Leda and the Swan’, Cogzright
1928 by The Macmillan Co., 1956 by Georgie Yeats, for ‘ An Irish Airman Foresces His Death’,

Copyright 1919 by The Macmillan Co., 1946 by Bertha Georgi
P of . B Yo » 1946 by Bertha Georgie Yeats, from The Collected

Contents

Foreword
Preface

INTRODUCTION

o.1 The ‘lang.-lit.” problem
0.2 A descriptive rhetoric
0.3 Poetic language and ‘ordinary’ language
0.4 A possible misgiving
Notes

1 POETRY AND THE LANGUAGE OF PAST AND PRESENT

1.1 Varieties of English usage
r.r.x  Dialects
1.1.2 Registers: usage according to situation
1.2 Linguistic convention in poetry
1.2.1 The trend of conformity
1.2.2 The function of archaism
1.2.3 Poetic language and ‘poetical’ language
1.2.4 Grand, middle, and plain styles
1.2.5 The routine licences of verse composition
Examples for discussion
Notes

2 Tug CreaTiVE USE OF LANGUAGE

2.1 The escape from banality
2.2 Two meanings of ‘creative’
2.3 The qualities of prose in poetry
2.4 Degrees of linguistic audacity
Examples for discussion
Notes

vii

O oo o N AWV WL M

B bt b e b e e
NOJ Qw4 Wb

[TCREPEIN ST ST S L4
T WO v oW W




xii CONTENTS

3 Varieries oF Pogeric LICENCE
3.1 Anatomy of language-

3.1.1  Three main levels: realization, form, semantics

3.1.2 Phonology and graphology
3.1.3 Meaning and significance
3.1.4 Ancillary branches of linguistics
3.2 Types of deviation
3.2.1 Lexical deviation
3.2.2 Grammatical deviation
3.2.3 Phonological deviation
3.2.4 Graphological deviation
3.2.5 Semantic deviation
3.2.6 Dialectal deviation
3.2.7 Deviation of register
3.2.8 Deviation of historical period
3.3 Conclusion
Examples for discussion
Notes

4 FOREGROUNDING AND INTERPRETATION

4.1 Foregrounding
4.1.1  Foregrounding in art and elsewhere
4.1.2  An example
4.2 Interpretation
4.2.1  The subjectivity of interpretation
4.2.2 The ‘warranty’ for a deviation
4.3 Parallelism
4.3.1  Parallelism as foregrounded regularity
4.3.2  How much regularity?
4.3.3 Patterns of identity and contrast
4.3.4 The interpretation of parallelism
Examples for discussion
Notes

$  VERBAL REPETITION

5.1 Schemes and tropes
5.2 Formal repetitions
5.2.1  Free verbal repetition
s.2.2  Types of verbal parallelism
5.2.3 The functions of verbal parallelism

37

CONTENTS

Examples for discussion
Notes

6 PATTERNS OF SOUND

6.1 Sound patterns within syllables
6.2 Sound patterns in relation to stress
6.3 ‘Music’ in poetry
6.4 The interpretation of sound patterns
6.4.1 ‘Chiming’
6.4.2 Onomatopocia
6.4.3 Varieties of onomatopocia
Examples for discussion
Notes

7  METIRE

7.x  Rhythm and metre

7.2 The rhythm of English
7.2.1  The measure: the unit of thythm
7.2.2  Which syllables are stressed?
7.2.3 Pauses
7.2.4 Syllable length

7.3 Metre and the line of verse
7.3.1  English metre as rhythmic parallelism
7.3.2 The ‘foot’ of traditional prosody
7.3.3 The line of verse
7.3.4 Some numerical aspects of metre
7.3.5 Accentual metre

7.4 ‘The interaction of rhythm and verse form
7.4.1 Defeated expectancy
7.4.2 Metrical variation

7.5 Grammar and metre
7.5.1 Enjambment
7.5.2 The ‘verse paragraph’

For discussion
Notes

8 Tus IRRATIONAL IN PORTRY

8.1 A logical view of meaning
8.1.1 Some types of semantic oddity
8.1.2 Definition and description

xiit

86
88

89
89
91
93
95
95
96
97
100
102

103

103
104
106
107
107
108

11X
112
114
115
118
119
119
121
122
123
125
128
128

131
131
131
134



xiv

CONTENTS

8.2 Redundancy in poetry

8.2.1
8.2.2
8.2.3

Pleonasm
Tautology
Periphrasis

8.3 Absurdity in poetry

8.3.1
8.3.2

Oxymoron
Paradox

8.4 Beyond reason and credibility
Examples for discussion

Notes

9 FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE

10

II

9.1 Transference of meaning

9.1.1
9.1.2

9.1.3

Synecdoche
Metaphor
Metonymy

9.2 Aspects of metaphor

9.2.1
9.2.2
9.2.3
9.2.4

9-2.5
9.2.6

How to analyse a metaphor

Simile and metaphor

Notional classes of metaphor

Extended metaphor

Compound metaphor and mixed metaphor
Symbolism and allegory

Examples for discussion

Notes

HONEsT DECEPTIONS
10.1 Hyperbole and litotes

10.1.1
10.1.2
10.1.3
10.2 Irony
10.2.1
10.2.2
10.2.3
10.2.4

Hyperbole
Litotes or rhetorical understatement
The uses of hyperbole and litotes

The mask of irony
Irony and metaphor
Innuendo

Irony of tone

Examples for discussion

Notes

IMPLICATIONS OF CONTEXT

11.1 Licences of situation

136
137
137
138
140
140
142
143
144
146

147
148
150
150
152
153
153
156
158
159
159
161
164
165

166

167
167
168
170
171
171
173
174
176
179
182

183
184

I2

CONTENTS

11.1.1  Rhetorical question
11.1.2 Apostrophe
11.1.3 Routine licences of situation
11.2  The given situation
11.3 The ‘world within the poem’
11.3.1 The introduction of inferred situations
11.3.2 Words of definite meaning
11.3.3 Factand fiction
11.3.4 Impossible situations
11.4 Situation and action
11.5 Conclusion
Examples for discussion
Notes

AMBIGUITY AND INDETERMINACY

12.1  Kinds of ambiguity
12.2  Puns and word-play
12.2.1 Technical variations
12.2.2 In defence of the pun
12.3 Open interpretation

12.3.1 Sources of multiple and indeterminate signifi-

cance
12.3.2 The analogy of visual arts
12.3.3 Seeking the optimal interpretation
Examples for discussion
Notes

CONCLUSION
Notes

Suggestions for Further Reading
General Index

Index of Sources of Examples for Discussion

xv

184
185
186
187
189
191
193
195
197
199
201
202
204

20§

205
209
210
212
214

215
217
220
221
223

225
227

229
233
239



To the Memory of my Mother,
Dorothy Leech

Introduction

As a name for what this book is about, sTyrisTics is perhaps unfortunately
pretentious; but there is no convenient alternative for it. Imean by ‘stylist-
ics” simply the study of literary style, or, to make matters even more ex-
plicit, the study of the use of language in literature. When we discuss
‘style’, we often have in mind the language of a particular writer, a parti-
cular period, a particular genre, even a particular poem. My plan, on the
other hand, is to disregard these limiting factors and to investigate the
general characteristics of language, and especially the English language, as
a medium of literary expression.

0.1 THE ‘LANG.-LIT.” PROBLEM

Such a course of study, one may claim, is central to those subjects in a
modern curriculum (‘English’, ‘German’, ‘Latin’, etc.) which have as
their titles the names of languages. What is entailed in these subjects, in the
case of English almost as much as in the casc of foreign or dead languages,
is the study of language as a complement and aid to the study of litcrature.
We generally suppose that the literature cannot be examined in any depth
apart from the language, any more than the language can be studied apart
from the literature. In the casc of foreign languages or the English language
of remote periods, this assumption is not difficult to justify, for it is obvious
that a literary work cannot be properly understood without a thorough
knowledge of the language which is its medium of expression. But there
is a deeper reliance of literary studies on linguistic studics than this. Most
critical discussions of literature revolve, at some stage, round appeal to lin-
guistic evidence - that is, the evidence of words and sentences whichactually
occur on the printed page, in literary texts. The type of critical activity
known as ‘ practical criticism” or ‘explication de texte” relics more heavily
on linguistic evidence than others. In addition, much of the basic vocabu-
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lary of literary criticism (‘metaphor’, ‘figurative’, ‘antithesis’, ‘irony’,
‘thythm’, etc.) cannot be explained without recourse to linguistic notions.
As a meeting-ground of linguistic and literary studics, stylistics is the field
within which these basic questions lie.

All too often it is felt that the studies of language and literature, in Eng-
lish departments and elsewhere, pursue divergent paths, each under its own
momentum, and fail to cohere within a single discipline. The problem of
integration, which, for short, has been called the ‘lang.-lit.” problem, has
been aggravated in modern times by the decline of the teaching of ruE-
toric,! and of the whole tradition of education enshrined in the classical
‘Art of Rhetoric’ and ‘Art of Poesy’. What these manuals sought to do was to
teach self-expression and literary composition through precept and the ob-
servation of the practice of great orators and writers. They combined a
chief function of prescription (i.c. telling the student how to perform a task)
with a lesser function of description (i.c. describing how it has been done
successfully in the past). Nowadays, the emphasis has come to fall more
and more on the descriptive aspect of literary studies — on the detailed ex-
plication of texts — rather than on the teaching of composition. Still sur-
viving representatives of the rhetorical tradition today are the standard
manuals of literary technique and of composition. These can be uscful as
reference books, but without the support of some more solid theoretical
foundation and a decper understanding of language, they cannot provide
the kind of insight which the present age requires.

There is an interesting paralle]l today between the decay of traditional
rhetoric and the decay of traditional grammar - both inherited from classic-
al times. Traditional English grammar, as taught in schools, has been
mainly prescriptive, like traditional rhetoric: that is, it has tended to lay
down fixed rules as to what is ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ English. Now,
partly through the growing influence of the discipline of general linguis-
tics, this dogmatism has been broken down, and people have become more
interested in what grammatical usage actually exists, rather than what usage
‘ought to’ exist; in other words, descriptive grammar has been replacing
prescriptive grammar. None the less, a certain gap is felt in the educational
system, for many schoolteachers who have lost confidence in the traditional
grammar have not so far found a teachable replacement for it. In the same
way, I believe, a void exists at university level in the study and teaching
of stylistics. It is true that general linguistics, as a vigorous and developing
field of study, has roused the interest of literary scholars, and that students
of linguistics have been turning their attention more and more to the
study of language in literature. But there has been much failure of com-
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munication, and the goals of literary and linguistic scholars, in approaching
literary works, have often seemed too wide apart for fruitful co-operation.

Moreover, when a traditional body of theory falls into disrepute, the
subject itself seems to suffer a similar eclipse. Just as many people today sce
no point in teaching grammar, so there is a tendency amongst some liter-
ary scholars to underestimate the importance to literary studies of such sub-
jects as versification and rhetorical figures, and to treat them as matters of
‘mere technique’. It is worth while observing that pocts themselves have
generally taken ‘technique’ very seriously: ‘Let the neophyte know asson-
ance and alliteration, rhyme immediate and delayed, simple and poly-
phonic, as a musician would expect to know harmony and counterpoint
and all the minutiae of his craft.’2 This advice from Ezra Pound to the
would-be creative writer might be addressed with equal fitness to any stu-
dent of literature.

0.2 A DESCRIPTIVE RHETORIC

It may be clear by now that what I am advocating, as one of the best ser-
vices linguistics can at present pay to literary studies, is a *descriptive rhe-
toric’. By this I mean a body of theory and technique devoted to the
analysis of the characteristic features of literary language, and to the ex-
planation of terms in the critic’s vocabulary, where this can be done, using
the linguist’s insights at a level where they become useful to the student of
literature. The present book, limited as it is in breadth of scope and depth
of detail, will be, I hope, a step in this direction.

It may be helpful, in this light, to discuss two much criticized aspects of
the traditional handbook of thetoric. The first of these is its preservation of,
and seeming reverence for, a vocabulary of unnecessarily difficult technical
terms. Beside such well-known words as ‘ metaphor’ and ‘irony’, as names
for rhetorical figures, are many more forbidding Greek labels like ‘epana-
lepsis’, ¢ homoioteleuton’, and ‘antistrophe’. It would be foolish to lay any
store by the mastery of this cumbersome terminology in an age when the
classical languages and cultures are little studied. However, because such
terms have a certain currency in literary scholarship, and serve a real com-
municative purpose, they cannot be altogether discarded. It would be even
more foolish, in the present age, to try to replace the classical terms by a
completely new terminology, as George Puttenham, the Elizabethan liter-
ary theorist, did in his Arte of English Poesie.® As a considerable part of the
present book is concerned with what are traditionally known as ‘rhetorical
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figures’ or ‘figures of speech’,* it is as well to bear in mind from the start
that the technical names for these figures are not sacrosanct, nor have
their definitions been laid down once and for all time. In fact, the defini-
tions of rhetorical terms have always been notorious for vagueness and in-
consistency. My main preoccupation will be not how to define these terms,
but how to get at the realities behind them - that is, the basic characteris-
tics of poetic language.

Connected with this is a second weakness of traditional rhetoric — its cul-
tivation of what I am tempted to call the “train-spotting’ or ‘butterfly-coi-
lecting’ attitude to style. This is the frame of mind in which the identifica-
tion, classification, and labelling of specimens of given stylistic devices
becomes an end in itself, divorced from the higher goal of enriching one’s
appreciation and critical understanding of literature. The response con-
veyed by ‘Aha, there’s an instance of Jiysteron proteron’ is one of satisfaction
without enlightenment. This train-spotting mentality was particularly pre-
valent in Elizabethan times,® but its persistence to the present day is shown
in the survival in modern textbooks of figures like hendiadys, which we can
value only as curiosities. Hendiadys (Greek for ‘one-by-two’) consists in
the usc of a co-ordinating construction where a structure of modification
would be strictly appropriate: ‘charmed by bright eyes and a woman’ in-
stead of ‘charmed by the bright eyes of a woman’. It is so rare that I have
found no certain instance of it in English literature.

There is danger of train-spotting whenever anyone tries, as I do in this
book, to deal with the general properties of poetic language, without par-
ticular attention to a given text, a given writer, or a given period. With
such a programme, one cannot help (except by avoiding illustrations alto-
gether) quoting short passages, lifted from their contexts, simply as in-
stances of this or that stylistic feature. The corrective to this use of labelled
specimens lies in the opposite approach, whereby a student considers a
characteristic of language only within the context of the poem to which it
belongs, as a contribution to its total communicative effect. This is the
method of ‘practical criticism’.

However, both these approaches, the isolating and the synthesizing of
stylistic effects, are necessary roads to the understanding of language in
literature. We cannot appreciate how a poem fits together, unless we have
first found the means to take it to pieces. Detailed exegesis of poems uses
up more space than this book can accommodate, so I cannot avoid a cer-
tain bias towards specimen-collecting. But in the section called ‘Examples
for Discussion’ at the end of each chapter, the student is invited to redress
the balance for himself, by putting the content of that chapter and previous
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chapters to work on the explication of lengthier passages of poetry, some-
times of whole poems. I therefore stress at this point the importance of
these exercises, which are indispensable to the plan of the book.

0.3 POETIC LANGUAGE AND ‘ORDINARY’
LANGUAGE

The investigation of poetic language cannot proceed very far unless we
have some notion of the relation between the kind of language which
occurs in poetry, and other kinds of language. Here, if anywhere, we
would expect linguistics, as the study of language in general, to help; for
the subject matter of linguistics is all language — language as used not only
in literary composition, but in cveryday gossip, in scientific reports, in
commercial or political persuasion, and in a multitude of other more or
less mundane functions. The literary critic, on the other hand, concentrates
on that relatively minute, but inordinately precious body of texts which
are thought worthy of preservation as ‘literature’, to be studied for their
own sake, rather than for their extrinsic value as (say) guide books or politi-
cal tracts. Both the critic and the linguist are to some extent involved in
the same task of describing and explaining linguistic communications: but
in comparison with that of the critic, the linguist’s perspective is broad and
unspecialized. His approach to literature may be in many ways a crude one,
but it results in generalizations and particular observations which could
not easily be made from the critic’s point of view.

As the position of poetic language with respect to ‘ordinary’ language
is the subject for discussion in the first and second chapters, I shall merely
anticipate here themes important to this book as a whole by observing that
the relation between the two is not a simple one, and has at least three as-
pects:

1. Poetic language may violate or deviate from the generally observed
rules of the language in many different ways, some obvious, some subtle.
Both the means of and motives for deviation are worth careful study.

2. The creative writer, and more particularly the poet, enjoys a unique
freedom, amongst users of the language, to range over all its communica-
tive resources, without respect to the social or historical contexts to which
they belong. This means, amongst other things, that the poet can draw on
the language of past ages, or can borrow features belonging to other, non-
literary uses of language, as Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, for example, have
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made use of the English of banal, prosy conversation in some of their
poems. :

3. Most of what is considered characteristic of literary language (for ex-
ample, the use of tropes like irony and metaphor) nevertheless has its roots
in everyday uses of language, and can best be studied with some reference
to these uses.

Just as there is no firm dividing line between ‘poetic’ and ‘ordinary’
language, so it would be artificial to enforce a clear division between the
language of poetry, considered as verse literature, and that of other literary
kinds. I shall not hesitate to make use of prose illustrations where they are
apposite, but in general the topics to be discussed can be more strikingly
exemplified by verse extracts.

0.4. A POSSIBLE MISGIVING

I shall try now to forestall a misgiving which may arise in the mind of a
reader who thinks of modern intellectual life in terms of the dichotomy of
the ‘two cultures’, arts and science, with literary scholarship in the one
camp and linguistics in the other. The analytic approach to literature might
appear to such a mind objective and clinical, bent on destroying the sub-
lime mysteries of poetry, and on reducing the study of literature to a set of
lifeless mechanical procedures.

To allay that fear, I would firstly suggest that the division between arts
and science, like that between ‘lit.” and ‘lang.’, is to be fought rather than
accepted.

Secondly, objectivity for its own sake is by no means a goal of science.
In fact, though objectivity may be a theoretical requirement of science, a
scientist (particularly in linguistics, if that is to be counted a science) in
practice can rely so much on his own intuition for discovery and on his
own judgment for corroboration, that his method of investigation may
prove hardly distinguishable from that, say, of a literary commentator.
Linguistics and literary criticism, to the extent that they are both concerned
with explaining what and how a poem communicates, perform much the
same task, but at a rather different level of abstraction.

Thirdly, insight or understanding is a much more important goal, in any
human endeavour, than being objective. Statements of objective fact (for
example, that there are eighty-two occurrences of the word the in the
fourth canto of the first book of The Faerie Queene) can be as inane in the
domain of style as anywhere else. I am fairly untroubled by the thought
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that I may be criticized for being unobjective, unscientific, or even un-
linguistic. But if this book fails to enlighten, and thereby to sharpen appre-
ciation of poetry, it will fail utterly.

Notes

1 The earlier history of poetics and rhetoric( a subject which has often had a much
wider scope than literary technique) can be traced, in so far as they concern Eng-
lish literature, in J. w. H. ATKINS’s volumes Literary Criticism in Antiquity, Vols. 1
and II, Cambridge, 1934; English Literary Criticism: the Medieval Phase, Cam-
bridge, 1943; and English Literary Criticism: the Renaissance, London, 1947.
Relatively modern representatives of the rhetorical tradition are A. BAIN, English
Composition and Rhetoric, London, etc., 1887; and SIR H. GRIERSON, Rhetoric and
English Composition, London, 1944. The ‘rhetoric and composition’ type of
textbook has flourished independently in the USA up to the present day. See,
for example, c. BROOKS and R. P. WARREN, Fundamentals of Good Writing: a Hand-
book of Modern Rhetoric, London, 1952.

2 B.POUND, ‘Retrospect’, in Modern Poets onn Modern Poetry, ed. 3. scurry, Fontana
Library, 1966, 33.

3 SeceG. PUTTENHAM, Arte of English Poesie, ed. G. D. WILLCOCK and A. WALKER, Cam-~
bridge, 1936. Puttenham coined such homespun terms as cuckoo-spell (for epi-
zeuxis), over-reacher (for hyperbole), and insertour (for parenthesis).

4 ‘Figures of speech’ is here used in a loose, modern sense. In the past this expres-
sion has been used more narrowly in a sense corresponding to schemes (see §5.1),
and so has excluded devices such as metaphor or hyperbole.

5 Consider, for example, a gloss by the Elizabethan commentator ‘E.K.’ on a pas~
sage from the January Eclogue of Spenser’s The Shepheardes Calender: ‘a pretty

Epanorthosis in these two verses, and withal a Paronomasia or playing with the
word. ...
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Poetry and the Language of Past and Present

Pocticlanguage *should be the current language heightened, to any degree heightened
and unlike itself, but not . . . an obsolete one.” [Gerard Manley Hopkins]*

“The language of the age is never the language of poetry.’ [ Thomas Gray]?

These two pronouncements by poets will serve to introduce our present
theme.3 They differ in emphasis, and indeed seem to contradict one
another. This conflict leads us to wonder what is the degree of general
truth in each assertion: a question to which an answer will be sought in
this and the next chapter. They also testify to the keen interest poets
themselves have taken in the relation between the language of poetry
and the language of everyday communication.

1.1 VARIETIES OF ENGLISH USAGE

So often, in discussions of poetic language, people compare it with non-
poetic (‘ordinary’, ‘everyday’, ‘orthodox’) language, without going into
the question of what this latter category contains. A glance at the diversity
of English usage outside literature will help to put things in the right per-
spective.

1.1.1 Dialects

Everyone is familiar with one kind of diversity in language: that of co-
existing dialects. A language such as English contains not only different
regional dialects, used by the inhabitants of different areas, but also social
dialects, or varieties of English characteristic of a particular social class or
section of the community — forces slang, for example, or the language of
schoolchildren.

The question of what dialect to use has generally been a simple one for
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English poets: ever since the fifteenth century, and more clearly than cver
today, there has been a privileged dialect, a STANDARD ENGLISH, to which
any writer wishing to command the attention of a wide educated audience
has naturally turned. This standard English cuts across the boundaries of
regional dialects, andis, in fact, international : American, Indian, Australian,
and British writers make use of what, except for minor features of local
currency, may be considered the same standard dialect. In the history of
English literature since the Middle Ages, only one poct of unquestioned
greatness, Robert Burns, has chosen to write his best work outside the
standard dialect. Other poets, notably Rudyard Kipling and Thomas
Hardy, have made extensive usc of dialect in ‘character’ poems.

1.1.2. Registers: Usage according to situation

More central than dialect to the present topic is the diversity of English
usage not according to the background of the speaker or writer, butaccord-
ing to the situation in which he is prompted to use language. It is usual
to distinguish, amongst the circumstances which affect our usc of English,
the MEDIUM of communication (especially whether by speech or writing),
the sociAL RELATION between the participants, and the RoLE of the com-
munication.?

The social relation between the participants (that is, for the most part,
between the author and his audience) determines what we may call in a
broad sense the ToNE of the discourse — whether it is colloquial or formal,
familiar or polite, personal or impersonal, and so on. The rorz of a picce
of language is the place it has in the manifold patterns of human activities
and institutions. Types of language which can be more obviously pigcon-
holed as performing different roles arc legal English, scientific English,
liturgical English, advertising English, the English of journalism, all corre-
sponding to public institutions which we acknowledge and identify with
little difficulty. All these varieties of English may be comprehended in the
notion of reGISTER, which, as language ‘according to use’, complements
that of dialect, or language ‘according to user’ 5

Whereas each of us may be said to speak a recognizabie dialect of Eng-
lish, he also has at his command, then, a range of registers, or usages,
amongst which he can move, as speaker or writer, without difficulty, and
indeed, often unconsciously. We rarely notice, for instance, how our man-
ner of speech is transformed when we turn from conversation with a close
friend or member of our family to talk to a stranger. In addition, we have
a passive familiarity with a further range of registers (¢.g. of advertising, of
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income tax forms, of sermons) within which we are rarely, if ever, called
upon to perform the function of authorship. We can recognize almost in-
stinctively the salient qualities of these types of English, so that, incident-
ally, weare able to compose or respond to parodies of them. When we find
ourselves in a given communication situation, we automatically switch
ourselves into the *set of mind’ for producing or receiving messages in the
appropriate register. Any deviation from expected patterns of linguistic
behaviour will bring about a reaction of disorientation and surprise.

It is evident that literature is to be fitted into this special framework as
constituting a special role of language (although, as we shall see in Chapter
11, this in a sense amounts to an invitation to the poet to invent what role
he pleases). Like the other roles mentioned above, the literary role corre-
sponds to a distinct social or cultural function, the acsthetic function, for
which a distinct form of linguistic behaviour is expected. As we are not
concerned with appraisal, cither within literature or outside it, there is no
need to feel that there is disrespect in associating poetry with journalism,
advertising, income tax forms, etc., in this fashion. Nor need anyone feel
that the status of literary activity as a social institution is jeopardized by the
difficulty of defining its function in society, or of drawing a clean line be-
tween literature and other kinds of linguistic composition on the fringes of
literary art. For the present purpose, what makes a piece of writing litera-
turc is simply its treatment as literature by writer and reader - the fact that
they both bring to it the assumptions, expectations, and standards which
apply to literature rather than (say) to a deed of covenant, or a monograph
on the ecology of eels.

Registers, like dialects, are different ‘Englishes’: they are distinguished
by special features of semantics, vocabulary, grammar, sometimes even of
pronunciation. For instance we recognize the sentence ‘the bus we got on
was the one he’d got off” as colloquial in tone because of a number of lexi-
cal and grammatical features:

1. the idiomatic phrases get on and get off;

2. the contraction of he had to he'd;

3. the lack of relative pronouns in the relative clauses ‘we got on’ and
‘he’d got off;

4. The placement of the prepositions at the end of these clauses. (This
is a necessary concomitant of 3.)

A corresponding formal version, with none of these features, might be:
“The bus which we boarded was that from which he had alighted.” This
will probably strike most people as pompous,becausé the subject matter
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of the sentence is not of a sort to be treated formally. The Englishes of
different roles are most clearly differentiated by special vocabulary: legal
English by fossilized forms like hereinafter, in addition to an extensive tech-
nical vocabulary; scientific language by its innumerable technical terms,
generally composed of Greek elements, and sometimes of grotesque length,
like phosphonochloridothioic (acid). Grammatical differences, also, are not
wanting: there is a striking survival in religious English, for example, of
the second person singular pronoun thou/thee|thy|thine, with its attendant
verb forms shouldst, etc., although these have long been obsolete in most
other varieties of English.

Not that these rules of religious English, colloquial English, etc., have
been ascertained to the extent of those of general English usage, which have
long been codified in grammars and dictionaries. The conventions of such
subdivisions of the language lie in more or less unanalysed feelings about
what is appropriate in a certain situation. Medical students probably learn
without special tuition that ‘His tummy is all upset” or ‘He's got a bit of a
head” is not the sort of thing to put in a medical report. Disregarding con-
ventions of this kind does not lead to misunderstanding so much as to em-
barrassment or amusement. If on receiving a formal wedding invitation
‘Mr and Mrs Gordon Jones . .." I reply familiarly in writing “Thanks a
lot — so sorry I can’t make it’, this isa faux pas similar to that of turning up
at the wedding without a jacket, or wearing tennis shoes at a ball.

These ‘Englishes” are difficult to describe precisely, because they shade
into one another, and have internal variations which could, if wished, lead
to interminable sub-classification. For instance, we could not, on any
reasonable principle, draw a strict line between the English of journalism,
and the English of belles lettres or of general educational writing; or, to
take another example, between formal and colloquial English — for there
are innumerable degrees of formality and informality in language. The
analogy of regional dialects is instructive on this point: rigid geographical
frontiers between one dialect and another are exceptional.

These remarks are especially applicable to literature. Consider the futility
of trying to draw an exact boundary between novels counting as ‘literature’,
and the mass of popular fiction; or within literature, between lyric, epic,
and other poetic genres.

Another thing we have to take into account is how rigid and restricting
are the special habits of usage in different situations, more particularly in
different roles. It would be misleading to suggest that in science, the law,
or journalism, acceptable performance depends on slavishly following the
dictates of convention: in all these spheres, a certain latitude is allowed, in
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which individual freedom and individual talent can assert itself. However,
roles of language differ widely in how generous the latitude is: it is useful to
draw a distinction here between LIBERAL roles, in which the pressure to
linguistic conformity is weak, and sTriCT roles, in which it is strong. The
language of legal documents and the language of religious observance are
the clearest examples of strictness in this special sense. In these roles, not
only isa certain usage strictly insisted on, but often also a certain exact form
of wording. Representatives of the opposite tendency are the roles of
feature journalism, fiction writing, and general educational writing, in
which good linguistic performance is measured not so much by one’s
ability to use the conventions propetly, as by one’s ability to escape from
the conventions altogether. In these liberal roles, originality counts in the
writer’s favour; the conventions on the other hand, are considered marks
of unoriginality, and are condemned by the use of terms like ‘cliché’,
‘hackneyed’, ‘jargon’, ‘journalese’. From a historical viewpoint, strictness
often means conservatism, and hence the cherishing of archaic forms of
language, whereas liberalism goes with a ready acceptance of innovation.

1.2 LINGUISTIC CONVENTION IN POETRY

How does this contrast between liberal and conservative trends apply to
the language of literature ? The obvious reaction to this question would be
to place literature, and above all poetry, at the liberal extremity of the
scale: there is no other variety of language in which originality is so prized
and dogged orthodoxy so despised; poetry is the mode of composition
which is creative par excellence. The task of a linguist trying to discover by
objective means the underlying conventions of poetic composition in Eng-
lish would be a thankless one, since each new poem he examined would be
apt to contradict any generalizations he had been able to make. Rules in
poetry are made only to be broken. So, he might conclude, there is no
such thing as a literary register, a code of accepted usage, in literature.

Yetif thisisa correct assessment of the liberal climate of literary language
today, such a degree of freedom has not always existed. In most periods of
the history of English literature, quite a strong sense of linguistic appro-
priateness has informed the making and judging of poetry. The rival
tendencies of conservatism and liberalism have tugged in opposite direc-
tions. The liberal spirit holds sway at the present time, but in other periods,
notably the Anglo-Saxon period and the eighteenth century, a distinctly
conservative tendency prevailed.
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1.2.1 The Trend of Conformity

To help us to appreciate the importance of the conformist (that is, conser-
vative) tendency in poetic language, we may note a certain resemblance
between literature and the institutions which typify conservatism in lan-
guage: law and religion. Like them, literature is a sphere in which the lin-
guistic transactions of past ages are stored up reverently for their value to
posterity. Scriptures, statutes, and literary classics are three kinds of text
which are preserved for future ages word by word and sentence by sen-
tence. They are more than historical documents, surviving as dead exhibits
in museums and libraries: they remain alive from generation to generation,
and speak in as authoritative a voice to one age as to another.

It is not surprising that ARCHAISM, the survival of the language of the
past into the language of the present, is a feature of these time-defying roles
of language. We have already noticed it in the hereinafter of legal English
and the thou forms of religious English. The archaic ingredient of poetic ex-
pression was noted long ago by Aristotle, and has persisted through much
of the history of English poetry. There is a difference between the occur-
rence of archaism in literature and its occurrence elsewhere, in that literary
archaism is often inspired by the wish to follow the model of a particular
writer or school of writers of the past. Nevertheless in the period 1600~
1900 there vaguely existed what could be called a ‘standard archaic usage’
for English poetry, not based on the style of any one writer.® It is true that
the individual influences of Spenser and Milton played a leading part in the
establishment of this traditional pattern of usage, but later poets modified
it, and the archaic element was renewed at various times by poets who
found new inspiration in the literature of past ages: for example, Chatter-
ton, Coleridge, D. G. Rossetti, Morris. This tradition kept alive in poctry
such words as behold, betimes, burthen, damsel, eftsoons, eld, ere, fain, hither,
lief, oft, quoth, smite, sprite, unto, wight, wot, yonder, long after they fell into
general disuse.” But this retention of older forms was by no means con-
fined to vocabulary. Examples of obsolete grammatical features retained
up to the later nineteenth century are the second person pronouns ye and
thou; the verbal endings (¢)st and (¢)¢h; and the old negative and interroga-
tive forms without an auxiliary, as in ‘I know not’ and ‘Saw you any-
thing ?’. In addition, there survived grammatical variants such as ’tis, *twas,
“gainst, ne'er, €'en, o’er, spake, holp, -¢d (the past tense or past participle end-
ing pronounced as a separate syllable, as in clothéd). Many of these variants
were obviously useful stock-in-trade for the versifier; they offered him
alternatives with one more or less syllable than the normal form, and so
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made regular scansion easier. Even in orthography, archaic inclinations
were fostered: under the antiquarian influences of the late eighteenth
century, chant could appear as chaunt, and mariner as marinere (in Coleridge’s
poem).®

My use of the past tense above implies that archaism, as a regular com-
ponent of poetic expression, is no longer with us. Indeed, I take it that the
‘Spenserian” tradition of poetic expression eventually petered out towards
the beginning of this century. Hardy, Yeats, and Bridges are perhaps the
last major poets to have had any recourse to it. If the old-fashioned usages
outlined above can be said to be part of the present-day English language,
this is probably due more to the Authorized Version of the Bible, the Book
of Common Prayer, and the Shakespearean canon, than to the outmoded
conventions of poetic usage.

1.2.2 The Function of Archaism

The examples of archaism I have given are poetic clichés which became
threadbare a long time ago. Are they to be taken seriously today, as rele-
vant to our appreciation of the poetry of past ages, or simply to be made
fun of, in mock-Spenserian utterances such as  Hence, loathed wight’? We
must take them seriously if we are to explain something of what, in the
past, has been considered the poetic HEIGHTENING of language. Archaic lan-
guage is naturally invested with a dignity and solemnity which comes from
its association with the noble literary achievements of the past. It also gives
a sense of cultural continuity. In religious life, this has recently been illus-
trated by the loss many people have felt wherever the New English Bible
has replaced the Authorized or even the Revised Version. We may de-
plore this sense of the grandeur of old-fashioned language as a spurious
emotion; we may belittle it by parody or by turning it into ‘olde worlde’
quaintness; but we still have to recognize that it exists, and that it has
existed in a stronger form in the past.

The connection between archaism and the sublime is shown in the ten-
dency of certain nineteenth-century prose writers to modulate into ‘bibli-
cal’ or “poetical” language at points of emotional climax. But, of course,
the step from the sublime to the ridiculous is short. When archaic diction
had become a mere mannerism, an incongruity between loftiness of tone
and poverty of emotion (often found, for example, in Victorian ballads
and translations of German lieder) helped to bring it into disrepute.
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1.2.3 Poetic Language and *Poctical’ Language

The conformist aspect of poetic language, of which archaism is an impor-
tant part, is what we normally read into the adjective ‘poetical’, if we want
to use that adjective in a slightly derogatory way. ‘Pocticalness’, on such
an understanding, bears the same relation to poetry as ‘journalese” bears to
journalism: it sums up, in one word, all that is stale, hackneyed, or lacking
in originality in that form of writing.

However, if we connect conformity with staleness in this way, we take
a characteristically modern attitude. This is to be contrasted with the typic-
al attitude of the eighteenth century — the period of the ascendancy of so-
called porTIC DICTION, When standards of the ‘poctical” and ‘unpoetical’
in language were seriously observed. Gray reflected the assumptions of the
age when he wrote (in a letter to Richard West, quoted at the beginning
of this chapter): *Our poetry . . . hasa language peculiar to itself; to which
almost every one that has written, has added something by enriching it
with foreign idioms and derivatives: Nay, sometimes words of their own
composition or invention’. Poetic languagc, he seems to suggest, is a
treasury in which has been collected all that is best in the language of the
past; it is a precinct sct off from the ‘ordinary’ language of the day; the
poet, who is a custodian of this heritage, may nevertheless be allowed in
some small way to contribute to it. It is perhaps the daring tone in which
Gray makes this last concession to the liberal point of view that most clearly
reveals the strength of his conservatism.

As in all conservative roles, the set of conventions which make up
‘poetical” usage have both a positive and negative aspect. The positive as-
pect consists of features which belong to the register of poetry, but are
rarely, if ever, found elsewhere in the language. Examples are special
poetical words, such as billow, main (=‘the sea’), nymph, slumber, steed,
swain, verdant, woe, as well as many of the archaisms already mentioned.
These, we may say, arc parts of the language ‘specialized’ to the role of
poetry, and if they are ever used outside poctry (e.g. for comic purposes),
they carry strong overtones of ‘pocticalness’. The poetic diction of the
Augustan age was also noted for favourite expressions such as watery store,
fleecy care, feather’d race® These are periphrases for ‘sea’, ‘sheep’, and
“birds’ respectively. Typically, such periphrases consist of a descriptive ad-
jective followed by a collective or abstract noun. Also characteristic of this
periphrastic diction are nouns used in peculiar senses: care used in the sense
of “what is cared for’, for example, in fleecy care and woolly care. X

Again, one should not be misled by the term “diction” into thinking that
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this specialized poetic usage is only a matter of vocabulary or phraseology.
Gulph and ghyll (the latter ‘apparently introduced by Wordsworth’)™* are
examples of special poetical spellings, by the side of gulfand gill. Certain
syntactic constructions which probably owe their currency to Milton’s
idiosyncratic influence are also virtually confined to poetry. An example is
that of nor following an affirmative clause, in the sense ‘and...not’, asin
Browning’s ‘Flat thus I lie nor flinch” [Ivan Ivanovich].

Along with the positive specialization we have to consider the negative,
exclusive side of poetry’s ‘language peculiar to itself”. It is difficult to deter-
mine what is excluded from the repertoire of the poet, that is, all that lies
in the ‘unpoetical” sections of the language; but such tacit proscription is
attested whenever we have the intuition, in the words of Donald Davie,
that “wordsare thrusting at the poem and being fended off from it”.*? This
is certainly the feeling one gets on reading this stanza from Gray’s Ode o a
Distant Prospect of Eton College:

Say, Father Thames, for thou hast seen
Full many a sprightly race

Disporting on thy margent green,
The paths of pleasure trace;

Who foremost now delight to cleave

With pliant arm, thy glassy wave?
The captive linnet which enthral?

What idle progeny succeed

To chase the rolling circle’s speed

Or urge the flying ball?

Here the everyday spectacle of children at play is described in far from
everyday language; almost all the common words a person would nor-
mally use for this purpose, such as children, play, swim, bank, water, hoop,
roll, throw, catch, bird, are avoided by the poet.

1.2.4 Grand, Middle, and Plain Styles”

The subject of linguistic appropriateness has not been neglected by the
literary theorists of the past. The doctrine of DECORUM, or fittingness of
style, has been passed down to us from the rhetoricians of Greece and
Rome, who applied it first to oratory and then to written language. This
is not so much concerned with the relation between literary and ‘ordinary’
language, as with the relation between various styles of literary expression.
Generally three styles were distinguished: the GRAND, MIDDLE, and PLAIN
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styles. They can be associated with the registerial factor of tone, and can
be considered three stages on a scale of poetic elevation. The analogy of
clothing can again give some idea of what was mcant by the three styles:
we may think of the plain style as the working dress of language, and the
grand style as ceremonial dress for a state occasion. For the middle style,
between the two, the watchword was elegance — perhaps respectable
clothes for a night out. The archaisms and other features contributing to
poetic heightening belonged more to the grand style than to the others.
Plain style was most like colloquial speech, but even here some degree of
literary artistry (felicitous choice and arrangement of words, etc.) was
usually insisted on.

Like most of the classifications of rhetoric, this one was variously inter-
preted and claborated by writers of different periods. I have merely picked
out what seem to be the most constant and significant elements of the
theory. The idea that there are just three literary styles scems to have no
justification apart from the sanction of tradition. Why should there be
three, rather than four, or five, or an unlimited number? In the past two
centuries, the code of decorum has been so vaguely conceived as to be of
no particular use either to writer or critic. N evertheless, it is useful to be
reminded that whilst poetic language has to be distinguished from other
kinds of English usage, there are further divisions to be made within poctic
language itsclf. Previous ages have been much more conscious of these than
we are today.

1.2.5 The Routine Licences of Verse Composition

We come now to a point at which it is necessary to deal more carefully
with the division between poetry and prose literature. The bland charac-
terisation of poetry as ‘verse literature’ in §o.3 above located this distinc-
tion in the apparently superficial matter of whether a given composition
has a discernible metre, thyme scheme, or stanza form, or even whether it
is arranged in verse lines on the printed page. One might assume from this
that there is no fundamental difference between poetic language and prose
language, except that the features typifying literary composition tend to be
more pervasive and pronounced in poetry than in prose.

But the difference is a little more subtle than this. Looking back over the
span of English literature since Chaucer, we note that certain freedoms of
language have been traditionally sanctioned in verse, but not in prose.
These enter the study of poetic language at a rather low level: in fact, they
belong to the mere mechanics of verse composition. Their obvious func-
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tion is to compensate the poet for his loss of freedom in submitting himself
to the discipline of verse composition; to furnish him with a wider set of
choices than are normally available in English and thus to give him a better
chance of squeezing his language into a predetermined mould of versifica-
tion. If he rejects these ‘routine licences’, as we may call them, the task of
versification is that much more difficult.

One such licence has already been exemplified: the retention in the
poetic register of alternative forms (such as ’tis for it is, ne’er for never, oft
for often, wingeéd for winged) containing a different number of syllables. Of
the types of shortening shown in these examples, the omission of an initial
part of a word or phrase is called apnEsis, the omission of a medial part
sYNCOPE, and the omission of a final part Apocors. I do not mean to suggest
that the shorter variant is necessarily derived historically from the longer
one: oft, for example, is an older form than offen.

Another freedom poets have enjoyed by custom is that of arranging syn-
tactic clements in an irregular order (HYPERBATON): for example, placing an
adjective after the noun it qualifies (cities fair) instead of before ( fair cities).
Jumbled clause structures have been taken so much for granted in verse,
that we scarcely notice them. The opening two stanzas of Cowper’s The
Diverting History of John Gilpin contain three examples:

John Gilpin was a citizen
Of credit and renown,

A train-band captain eke was he
Of famous London town.

John Gilpin’s spouse said to her dear,
‘Though wedded we have been

These twice ten tedious years; yet we
No holiday have seen.’

The sections in italics each contain the main. clause elements subject (S),
verbal (V), and object/complement (C), which in prose, as in ordinary
speech, would almost certainly occur in the order SV C. Cowper gives us
three separate variations of that order: CV'S, CSV, and SCV. Only when
we see Mrs Gilpin’s remark written as prose, do we fully realize that no
citizen’s wife would have uttered, in reality, sentences of such odd struc-
ture: ‘“Though wedded we have been these twice ten tedious years, yet we
no holiday have seen.’ It would perhaps be going too far to suggest that in
verse the elements may be scrambled into any order whatsoever: one
would scarcely meet, even in a poem, such a violent disorganization as that

POETRY AND THE LANGUAGE OF PAST AND PRBSENT 19

of (say) “have been though wedded we’ or ‘been have we wedded though’.
Yet poets have exercised great freedom in this matter.

Some poets have claimed a greater degree of this kind of freedom than
others. Spenser, of all major English pocts, probably claimed most: in The
Faerie Queene he was not averse, for instance, to leaving out a normally
obligatory definite article or other grammatical determiner if it threatened
the metre:

Let all that live hereby be counselled
To shunne Rocke of Reproch, and it as death to dred!
[IL.xii.g]

In justification, if it is accepted as such, we can point to Spenser’s achieve-
ment of sustaining an exacting verse form through the longest good poem
in the English language. In contrast, the poets of the present century have
veered far away from Renaissance artifice, preferring to reject these con-
ventional peculiarities of poctic expression together with the rigidity of
metre and complexity of verse form which made them necessary.

These matters belong, as I have said, to the mechanics of composition -
to the level of craftmanship rather than art. Yet the point that has been
made — that by the very act of writing in verse an author can claim special
exemptions from the laws of normal usage — is by no means trifling. The
feeling of ‘heightening’ in poetic language is, in part, nothing more than
the consciousness that it is strange and arresting by the side of common
usage. Since the bread-and-butter licences of versification in themselves
bring about an alienation of poetic language from everyday language, we
can see how verse may be accepted as the vehicle for a much more daring
departure from linguistic norms than prose, and hence for the singularity
of expression and concentration of meaning which contribute to ‘heighten-
ing” in a more profound sense. Consequently, even the visual signal that a
text is verse and not prose, its irregular lineation on the page, is sufficient to
call up in a reader a whole range of expectations which would otherwise
be absent.

Examples for discussion

[NoTE: The topics suggested here cannot be investigated thoroughly without the use of
reference books. Nevertheless, the exercise will be of some profit, I hope, to readers who rely
simply on their own knowledge of the language past and present.)
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1. Identify archaisms (grammatical, etc., as well as lexical) in the following two
stanzas by Byron. To help in this, attempt a paraphrase of the first stanza in every-
day modern English. Disregarding the factor of versification, what is gained or lost
by such a paraphrasc?

Whilome in Albion’s isle there dwelt a youth,
Who ne in virtue’s ways did take delight;
Buat spent his days in riot most uncouth,
And vex’d with mirth the drowsy ear of Night.
Ah me! in sooth he was a shameless wight,
Sore given to revel and ungodly glee;
Few carthly things found favour in his sight
Save concubines and carnal companie,

And flaunting wassailers of high and low degree.

Childe Harold was he hight: — but whence his name
And lineage long, it suits me not to say;
Suffice it, that perchance they were of fame,
And had been glorious in another day:
But one sad losel soils a name for aye,
However mighty in the olden time;
Nor all that heralds rake from coffin’d clay,
Nor florid prose, nor honeyed lies of rhyme,
Can blazon evil deeds, or consecrate a crime.

[Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, 1]

2. Distinguish conventional features of poetic language in the following passage
(in which the goddess Venus is arguing the superiority of love to war). As in (1)
above, a paraphrase in ‘unpoetical” language will help to determine the extent of
the conventionality, and its valuc (if any). Arthos and Groom (sce the Notes below)

are useful books to consult on eighteenth-century poetic diction.

No savage joy th’harmonious hours profane!
‘Whom love refines, can barbarous tumult please?
Shall rage of blood pollute the sylvan reign?
Shall Leisure wanton in the spoils of Peace?

Free let the feathery race induige the song,
Inhale the liberal beam, and melt in love:
Free let the flect hind bound her hills along,
And in pure streams the watery nations rove,
[James Beattie, Judgement of Paris, 1765]

3. Show, on the basis of linguistic evidence, why this poem strikes one as colloquial
and familiar in tone, rather than formal or elevated. Does it contain any lines which
could not be heard in everyday speech?
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Why should I let the toad work
Squat on my life?

Can’t I use my wit as a pitchfork
And drive the brute off?

Six days of the week it soils
With its sickening poison -

Just for paying a few bills!
That’s out of proportion.

Lots of folk live on their wits:
Lecturers, lispers,

Loscls, loblolly-men, louts -
They don’t end as paupers;

Lots of folk live up lanes
With fires in a bucket,

Eat windfalls and tinned sardines -
They seem to like it.

Their nippers have got bare feet,
Their unspeakable wives

Are skinny as whippets — and yet
No one actually starves.

Ah, were I courageous enough
To shout Stuff your pension!

But I know, all too well, that’s the stuff
That dreams are made on:

For something sufficiently toad-like
Squats in me, too;

Its hunkers are heavy as hard luck,
And cold as snow,

And will never allow me to blarney
My way to getting

The fame and the girl and the money
All at one sitting.

I don’t say, one bodies the other
One’s spiritual truth;

But I do say it’s hard to lose either,
‘When you have both.

[Philip Larkin, Toads]

21
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Notes

1 Letter to Robert Bridges, 14 August 1879.

2 Letter to Richard West, April 1742.

3 Both passages arc quoted in Chapter 15 of r. QUIRK, The Use of English (2nd
edn.), London, 1968. That chapter is the source of many of the ideas and exam-
ples in Chapters 1 and 2 of this book, and I here declare my great indebtedness
to its author.

4 This threefold system of register analysis has appeared in various forms in various

II
12

13

publications. The term ‘tone’ is here preferred to alternatives *style’ and “tenor”’,
which are required for other purposes in this book. Sce M. A. K. HALLIDAY, A.
MCINTOSH, and P. STREVENS, The Linguistic Sciences and Language Teaching, London,
1964, 90-4; N. E. ENKVIST, J. SPENCER, and M. J. GREGORY, Linguistics and Style,
London, 1965, 86. The most thorough and extensive treatment of English register
to date is D. CRYSTAL and D. DAVY, Investigating English Style, London, 1969.

M. A. K. HALLIDAY, A. MCINTOSH, and P. STREVENS, op. cit., 87.

In this discussion of poctic tradition, I have drawn frecly on the wealth of infor-
mation in B. GROOM, The Diction of Poetry from Spenser to Bridges, Toronto, 1955.
GROOM, op. cit., gives lists of archaisms under relevant authors: 14, 75, 159-61,
212-3, 228, 254~5, 257-8.

Ibid., 257-8.

Ibid., 110, 114, 115.

Ibid., 104. A valuable source book for cighteenth-century poetic diction is J.
ARTHOS, The Language of Natural Description in Eighteenth Century Poetry, Ann
Arbor, 1949.

GROOM, op. cit., 161.

D. DAVIE, Purity of Diction in English Verse, London, 1952, 5.

For the history of this subject, consult the index of . w. u. ATkINS, Literary
Criticisim in Antiquity, 2 Vols., Cambridge, 1934, and of other volumes by the same
author on the history of English literary criticism.

Two

The Creative Use of Language

We now pass from the conservative to the liberal, from the derivative to
the creative aspect of poetic language. The latter is the more important and
interesting subject, and with few interruptions will occupy the rest of this
book. The poet is nothing if not creative, and since language is his medium,
one might well ask how he could be creative without using language in
some sense creatively.

2.1 THE ESCAPE FROM BANALITY

Poetic tradition and poetic originality are contrary forces: we may charac-
terize the creative impulse of the artist, on one dimension, as a flight from
the banality of ‘a worn-out poctical fashion’ [Eliot, East Coker]. To re-
vitalize the language of poctry, the poet draws directly on the resources of
the contemporary language. As Eliot said, ‘Every revolution in poetry is
apt to be. . . a return to common speech’.* This description he applied not
only to his own revolution, but to that of Wordsworth, and to that of
Dryden and his older contemporaries, Waller and Denham.

The effect of the return to ordinary language in the present century has
been far-reaching. The fecling that there are intrinsically poetical and un-
poetical sectors of the language has been repudiated. Much of the old para-
phernalia of poetic expression (e.g. archaism) has been overthrown, and
poets have eagerly delved into the most unlikely resources, such as the
terminology of acronautics and finance. Pound, Eliot, and the poets of the
thirties showed their determination to be rid of orthodox restrictions of
choice by making use of flagrantly prosy and vulgar aspects of everyday
usage. In the new poetry of the fifties, this flamboyance has given way toa
more sober and easy acceptance of colloquialism, even slang, as a fit
medium of poetic expression. A good example is Philip Larkin’s Toads,
given complete as an example for discussion at the end of the last chapter. Its
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idiomatic familiarity of tone is in many ways typical of recent British
poetry. ,

On the other hand, poetic language cannot come too close to the ‘ordi-
nary language’ of the day — if it does, it runs the danger of another kind of
banality, an undistinguished style which is perhaps casier to illustrate from
one of Wordsworth’s well-known experiments, such as Sinton Lee, the Old
Huntsman, rather than from contemporary poetry. So we may think of the
successful poct as avoiding banality on two dimensions: the banality of
the poetic convention of the past; and the banality of the everyday usage of
the present. These two forces pull in opposite directions, and there is rarely
a firm balance between them. It appears that the steady weight of conser-
vatism has to be counteracted, from time to time, with a jerk in the direc-
tion of “the language of ordinary men’. The progress of poetic language is
something like a canal climbing a hill by a series of locks: the surface of the
water, remaining horizontal, cannot help diverging from the land contour
it attempts to follow, and a lock (in this simile, a poetic revolution) has
to rfaisc it every now and then by brute force towards the level of the land
surface.

22 TWO MEANINGS OF ‘CREATIVE’

As I dealt in the last chapter with the pull of tradition, I turn in this one to
the equivocal relation between the poet’s language and the everyday lan-
guage of his day. The two meanings of ‘creative’ I shall deal with, there-
fore, arc concerned with only the second of the two kinds of banality
which were the subject of the last section. A writer may be said to use lan-
guage creatively [a] if he makes original use of the established possibilities
of the language; and [b] if he actually goes beyond those possibilities, that
is, if he creates new communicative possibilitics which are not already in
the language. Linguistic creativity in either of these senses may be para-
phrased by ‘inventiveness’ or ‘originality’. It is characteristic of all regis-
ters which have liberal tendencies, and supremely, of poctic language.

The following two cccentric utterances will help to show what is meant
by this distinction:

I. The polar bears of the Arctic ice-cap have recently taken to wearing
false eyelashes as a protection against snow-blindness.

2. Eins within a space and a wearywide space it wast ere wohned a
Mookse.
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In linguistics, it has recently become widely accepted that a language such
as English has theoretically infinite resources, i.e. consists of an infinite
number of sentences, most of which have actually never been uttered.?
This claim, though it scems extravagant at first, becomes credible when we
consider that the largest English dictionaries, although they contain hun-
dreds of thousands of entries, do not record the whole of contemporary
vocabulary; and that any sentence whatever can be made into another,
longer, sentence, by the addition of onc of any number of possible modi-
fiers, or co-ordinative elements. If this is accepted, then we, as speakers of
English, have the capability of using language ‘creatively’ in the purely
linguistic sense of making up sentences which we have never heard uttered
before. I have made use of this capability in making up sentence (1) above,
which is in all likelihood original, if only because of the unlikelihood of the
event it describes. But more generally, practically every book we read (al-
though there are no means of confirming this) must contain numerous sen-
tences which have never occurred outside that book (if we discount
reprints, quotations, ctc.).

Sentence (2) above, for which James Joyce® is responsible, is as un-
doubtedly unique as sentence (1) : no one, except by the oddest coincidence,
could have thought up that particular sequence of symbols before Joyce
did. But it is original in a more radical sense than sentence (1), which was
regularly formed according to the rules of English. Joyce’s sentence breaks
the rules of the language so markedly, that one would be in doubt whether
to treat it as written ‘in English” at all.

It may be objected that linguistic creativity, in either of these senses,
need be nothing more than eccentricity. A literary effect, on this score,
seems to be levelled to the status of a spelling mistake, a malapropism, or
some other kind of linguistic aberration. This is true; to get from a
linguist’s to an artist’s idea of creativity, we have to assess the significance,
or communicative value of a linguistic deviation: something which will
not be discussed until §4.2.1. None the less, being linguistically creative is
the means to being creative in the literary sense; in fact, there is a rough
correspondence, as we shall see, between the two linguistic meanings of
‘ creative’ and two typesof literary expression : the ‘ prosaic’ and the ‘ poetic”.

2.3 THE QUALITIES OF PROSE IN POETRY

Often it is felt that poetry and prose are basically different kinds of writing:
that the difference between them is not just a question of versification, not
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justa matter of the greater degree of linguistic boldness and compression
of.' significance to be found in poetry, but of something fundamentall
dlf.fcrer.xt in .thc character of the linguistic effort involved. If it is valid t():
think, in this way, of ‘good poetry’ and ‘good prose” as separate ideals
then these can -bc associated with the two types of linguistic creativityj
No.w we are using * pro’saic’ and “poetic” in the sense ‘having the qualities
fypzcal.of prose{pocsry » so that there is no contradiction in talking of
prosaic poetry” or “poetic prose’: indeed, people often feel the need to
talk of such categories. Just as prose has sometimes aspired to be poetic, so
Pli(r):z,l:;c s:trreex;gtt}; ,has sometimes ’been an 4idec:al in poctic composition.
o gth’ (Donald Davic’s phrase)* is a fitting term to apply to
writing which explores the expressive resources of the language to the full
without noticeably exceeding them. Poetry which excels in this propert ;
can be said to have ‘the qualities of good prose’.5 e

Although anyone who speaks English has the ability, in theory, to pro-
duce and understand an infinite number of English sentences, in ,practicc
we m'akc very limited use of this inventive capacity, finding iteasier to rely
ona limited repertoire used overand over again. The elements of the reper-
toire can be words, or whole sentences; but most typically they are picces
of intermediate length, consisting of perhaps three or four words. Con-
sider, for example, the answer I might make to a request for the name of a
plum})cr in my home town: ‘You might try having a look through the
Clasm.ﬁcd Directory.” In making this suggestion, I would not be aware of
consciously picking one expression rather than another; the reply is almost
eﬁ,”ortlcss and automatic. It breaks down into three fixed locutions: You
might try ———ing; hav——— a look through; and the Classified Directory. T have
used each of these chunks many times before; in using them here I have
called only on my memory, noton my skill to invent new combinations of
elements. To make up the whole utterance, I have merely threaded them
together in their right order.

Such prefabricated sentences are an inevitable part of casual, spontan-
eous c.ommunication, which would be intolerably laboured if every word
were individually weighed and chosen. But in serious writing, of course
they are generally considered the mark of bad prose style — a’sign of in-’
Fc]lectual feebleness or slovenliness. George Orwell had this kind of thing
in mind, with particular reference to political propaganda, when he de-
nounced ‘Gumming together long strips of words which have already
been set in order by someone else, and making the results presentable by
sheer humbug’® Orwell felt that cliché-ridden writing, following the
ready-made grooves of past communications, stultifies the intellect of
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author and audience, and debases the language so misused. The fixed
phrases, runs this argument, become mere counters substituting for the
mental effort that should attend the serious use of language, and the words
making up the counters lose their independent semantic force. Hackneyed
phrases like each and every one of us, or bring to a satisfactory conclusion, become
formulae in which the individual meanings of each, satisfactory, etc., are
virtually unconsidered.

The mechanical, humdrum, repetitive element in everyday communi-
cation is anathema to a literary artist, whose task is to restore and enhance
the value of the debased linguistic currency; in Eliot’s phrase translated
from Mallarmé, to ‘purify the dialect of the tribe’ [Little Gidding]. A re-
spected literary style is one in which cach choice of vocabulary or grammar
is arrived at by exercise of the writer’s judgment and sensibility. Indeed,
every serious, premeditated use of language, unless it is totally inept, goes
some way towards the ideal of a style in which linguistic choices precisely
fit their purpose, and bear their full weight of meaning. The phrase ‘le mot
juste’, which comes to mind in this connection, is misleading if it suggests
that acceptable prose style is merely a matter of choosing the right words -
it is rather a question of drawing freely from all the expressive resources of
the language, lexical, grammatical, even orthographic and phonological,
for the purpose in hand.

To illustrate this quality in its typical habitat, I shall turn to a short pas-
sage from a modern novel, Under the Net by Iris Murdoch”:

While I was thinking these thoughts a little stream was running softly
somewhere in my mind, a little stream of reminiscence. What was it?
Something was asking to be remembered. I held the book gently in
my hands, and followed without haste the course of my reverie, wait-
ing for the memory to declare itself.

This describes an unremarkable experience, which could be bricfly de-
scribed in pedestrian language as ‘trying to track down something in the
back of your mind’. What makes Iris Murdoch’s account unpedestrian is
partly a negative matter — the very absence of memorized chunks like
track down and in the back of your mind. More positively, it gives a precise,
vivid account of the experience by apt choice of vocabulary (reminiscence,
reveri), and by a syntax which imitates the thought process being recalled:
“What was it? Something was asking to be remembered.” The style ap-
proaches poetic boldness in the personification of a memory which “asks to
be remembered’ and eventually ‘ declaresitself’, but otherwise contains no
unorthodox features. The description of the memory asa “stream . . . run-
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ning softly’ freshly recreates a much-used metaphor found in phrases like
stream of consciousness and flow. of ideas. The adverb softly and the phrase
without haste in this passage seem to me good examples of very ordinary
expressions which are enducd with strength of meaning within an appro-
priate literary context.

The Augustan period of English literature has been aptly called the ‘age
of prose’, for it was during this period that ‘ prosaic strength’ was particu-
larly admired and cultivated not only in prose, but in poetry. Indeed,
Pope’s well-known definition of wit, “What oft was thought but ne’er so
Well express’d’ [An Essay on Criticism, 298], seems to sum up the kind of
virtue we expect to find in the prose of Iris Murdoch, as of most other
serious prose writers. The aim of *prosaic” writing is to realize in an apt
and illuminating form the common experience of man. We see this aim
strikingly realized in the following character sketch from Absalom and
Achitophel, a passage in which Dryden seems to weigh up each word with
a delicate balance, so as to describe with probing accuracy the character of

a public figure (the Earl of Shaftesbury) he assumes to be known to his
readers:

Of these the false Achitophel was first,

A name to all succeeding ages curst.

For close designs and crooked counsels fit,
Sagacious, bold, and turbulent of wit,

Restless, unfixt in principles and place,

In pow’r unpleased, impatient of disgrace;

A fiery soul, which working out its way,
Fretted the pigmy body to decay:

And o’er-informed the tenement of clay.

A daring pilot in extremity;

Pleas’d with the danger, when the waves went high
He sought the storms; but, for a calm unfit,
Would steer too nigh the sands to boast his wit.

As with most good prose, the positive qualities of this piece of verse are
difficult to define. We can again point negatively to the absence of com-
monplace diction. For example, the three adjectives in the fourth line,
sagacious, bold, and turbulent, each add a deliberate, precise stroke to the
ycrb:il portrait: they are far from being chosen mechanically, like the ad-
Jectives of many a spontaneous thumbnail sketch produced in conversa-
tion: terribly kind and helpful; tall, dark, and handsome, etc. On the other
hand there is no violent departure from accepted usage. Figurative lan-
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guage, where it occurs, is of a traditional kind : the metaphor of the ‘ship of
state’, for example, is found in classical literature. Much of the strength of
the passage comes from Dryden’s deployment of verse form in relation to
syntax, in order to give the rightkind of contrastive emphasis to each signi-
ficant lexical item. There is a great deal more to be said about Dryden’s
skill in this description — but I hope I have made my point about the ‘pro-
saic’ toughness typical of Restoration and Augustan poetry.®

Although it is to Dryden and Pope that one turns for masterpieces of
prosaic poetry, the solid, unpretentious qualities of good prose are perhaps
more of an essential part of poetry than we realise. ‘No poet’, says Eliot in
The Music of Poetry, ‘can write a poem of amplitude unless he is a master
of the prosaic.’®

2.4 DEGREES OF LINGUISTIC AUDACITY

As we have seen, it is useful, from some points of view, to think of lan-
guage as a code of rules which can either be observed or broken. But this
all-or-nothing view of linguistic deviation has its limitations; in the last
section, for example, the reader may have been struck by the difficuity of
deciding whether a given metaphor is the invention of a writer or an estab-
lished part of language. My aim in this last section is to show how this
analogy of language to a fixed code has to be modified. But first of all, I
shall reformulate the distinction that has already been made, between choice
within the language and choice outside the language, borrowing in a loose
way the communication engineer’s concept of ‘information’.
‘Information’ in this sense can be equated with the communicative
weight of each linguistic choice, independent of what meaning is conveyed.
The amount of ‘information” in a piece of language is related to the predict-
ability of one linguistic choice from another. In ordinary pedestrian com-
‘munications (for instance, in routine business letters), this predictability is
high, and the amount of ‘information’ transmitted is comparatively small.
In serious prose, on the other hand, the selections made have on the average
a low predictability, and the amount of ‘information’ conveyed is fairly
large. We can confirm this, impressionistically, by noting that a single
glance at a business letter is often enough to tell a reader the substance of its
message, whereas a page of literary prosc has to be read with careful scru-
tiny: it conveys too much ‘information’ to take in on a superficial reading.
An actual violation of a rule of the language, however, belongs to a di-
mension of choice for which information theory makes no provision. By
the standards of the accepted linguistic code, any selection which is not one
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of the selections allowed by the rules has a null probability: in other words,
its occurrence within the language is impossible. But for a poet, the ques-
tion of whether to obey the rules of the language or not is itself a matter of
choice. This is shown visually in the ‘special paradigm’ of fig. [b] below as
opposed to the ‘normal paradigm’ of fig. [a], which illustrates the set of
possibilities regularly available in the language. The example is a famous

case of linguistic deviation in poetry, Dylan Thomas’s phrase ‘a grief

ago’:10

fig. [a] NORMAL PARADIGM

minute
day
a ago
year
etc.
Jig. [b] spECcIAL PARADIGM
minyte
day
al year NORMAL | ago
etc.
grief | DEVIANT

The poet in this phrase has gone beyond the normal range of choice repre-
sented in fig. [a], and has established, for the occasion, the paradigm repre-
sented by fig. [b]. The word grief, being placed in a position normally re-
served for nouns of time-measurement, has to be construed as if it were a
noun of time-measurement.

I have here taken a case favourable to the all-or-nothing view of lin-
guistic rules. The rule Dylan Thomas ignores, in its most general form,
may be expressed as follows: ‘Only phrases based on nouns of time-meas-
urement may enter into the construction ——~ ago’, and it seems quite a
straightforward matter to determine when this rule has been observed,
since the nouns of time measurement minute, day, etc., constitute quite a
small, listable group. Yet even in this case, we have to consider the ques-~
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tion ‘How deviant?’ rather than simply ‘Deviant or normal?’. Take for
example the following phrases:

1. many moons ago 5. three overcoats ago
2. ten games ago 6. two wives ago

3. several performances ago 7. a grief ago

4. afew cigarettes ago 8. a humanity ago

These violations of the rule just stated are listed in order of (in my judg-
ment) diminishing acceptability. At the ‘most normal’ end, expressions
like ‘many moons ago’ have become so entrenched in the poetic idiom of
the language that one needs a separate dictionary entry for moon to cater
for it: ‘the length of time between one new moon and the next’ (i.e.
‘lunar month’). The next two examples, ‘ten games ago’ and ‘several per-
formances ago’, are perfectly plausible in appropriate situations — say at a
tennis match and at an operatic production. ‘A few cigarettes ago’, ‘three
overcoats ago’, and ‘two wives ago’ are slightly more bizarre, but it is not
in the least inconceivable that someone should want to measure his exis-
tence in terms of the life of a cigarette, of an overcoat, or of a marriage.
Only example (8) is so weird as to make it almost possible to say ‘this
phrase could not occur’. The more acceptable of these expressions can be
paralleled by other quasi-acceptable time phrases such as ‘since the bomb’,
“before electricity’, and ‘after Freud’.

A more obvious illustration of degrees of abnormality is provided by
metaphor. The newly minted poetic metaphor violates the usage recorded
in the dictionary by creating an unorthodox (figurative) sense of a word or
expression. But there is a world of difference between this and a ‘dead’
metaphor which has lost most of its analogical force, has passed into general
currency, and has ended up being included in the dictionary as a recog-
nized use; for instance, ‘the eye (of a needle)’ ‘killing time’, ‘he swallowed
his pride’. And of course, there are all degrees of moribundity between
these two extremes. The opening line of Gray’s Elegy illustrates some of
the intermediate stages:

The curfew tolls the knell of parting day

There are at least three metaphors here, although people will differ in attri-
buting to them any degree of ‘live’ figurative power. First, curfew is not
used in its primary historical sense of ‘bell announcing the time for extinc-
tion of fires (according to medieval regulation)’, but for a bell which re-
sembles that bell in being rung at evening time. Actually, this second sense
is given in the Concise Oxford Dictionary as a recognized meaning of curfew
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(‘ringing of bell at fixed evening hour, still surviving in some towns’), al-
though I was unaware of this until recently, and had assumed that the meta-
phor was original. Secondly, ‘parting day’ is mildly figurative to the ex-
tent that we feel parting to apply primarily to the departure of a person or
physical object, and only secondarily, by metaphorical extension, to time.
Thirdly, the expressions ‘the curfew’ and “parting day’ are separated by
‘tolls the knell of”’, which is metaphorical with respect to both of them.
The curfew, being itself a bell-ringing event, cannot literally toll a bell. So
we must take “tolls the knell” in the more abstract sense of ‘announces the
extinction of”, which entails a figurative comparison between proclaiming
the end of the day, and announcing a person’s funeral rites. None of these
metap,hors approaches anywhere near the daring of (for example) Shake-
speare’s
puta tongue
In every wound of Caesar, that should move
The stones of Rome to rise and mutiny.
[ Julius Caesar, IILii]

Indeed, one may read Gray’s line almost without noticing anything meta-
‘phoncal about it at all. Yet none of the metaphors it contains are quite
spent’.

A different kind of gradable unorthodoxy arises in syntax, and may be

cl:xe;npliﬁed from the very last line of Hopkins’s The Wreck of the Deutsch-
and:

Our hearts’ charity’s hearth’s fire, our thoughts’ chivalry’s throng’s Lord.

The' most striking linguistic feature of this line is the number of times the
genitive construction is repeated: three successive genitives occur in each
parallel half-line. The genitive construction in English is one of those which
can be indefinitely repeated, each genitive being dependent on its succes-
sor; so that to trace an extremely distant family connection, I might em-
bark upon a reiterative structure such as ‘my uncle’s brother’s niece’s
grandfather’s stepson’s wife’s ...". This could theoretically go on ad
infinitum, but in practice one very rarely has cause (or, in the interests of
comprehension, dares) to make up a sequence of more than two genitives.
Thus each of Hopkins’s twin structures might be placed at position 3 on a
scale of oddity as follows:

1. A’sB (least odd)
2. AsB’s C
3. AsB’sC’sD
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4. AsB'sC’s D’sE (more and more odd)
etc.

Another, non-literary example of this kind of deviation is the last verse of
the nursery rigmarole This is the House that Jack Built. In this case, the re-
cursive structure is less baffling to the intellect, because it is composed not
of genitives, but of relative clauses, which follow rather than precede the
noun they modify. We would scarcely say that any rule of the language
has been broken in such cases - rather, a theoretical possibility within the
rules of the language has been realized to an extent which is in practice
extremely unusual.

We are now able to see the difficulty of determining the exact limits to
what is permitted to happen within the English language, and to realize
that my earlier distinction between creativity within the language and out-
side the language (and hence the distinction between ‘prosaic’ and “poetic’
styles of writing) was something of an idealization. It is more realistic to
think of degrees of linguistic audacity ranging between the extreme creat-
ive exuberance of a Dylan Thomas or a James Joyce, and the sober re-
straint of a Dryden or a Pope. Perhaps these two tendencies can be associ-
ated with the elusive concepts of ‘Classicism’ and ‘Romanticism’. Ezra
Pound suggests that classical writers, in one sense, are those that look ‘for
the least possible variant that would turn the most worn-out and common-
est phrases of journalism into something distinguished’.** In that case, it is
no coincidence that Gray, the representative of eighteenth-century classi-
cism, should prove a ready source of examples of the milder, semi-assimil-
ated type of metaphor.

Examples for discussion

1. Consider in what respects the following passages of twentieth-century poetry
can be interpreted as personal testimonies of the poet’s struggle to ‘escape from
banality’. (They are discussed in R.. Quirk, The Use of English, 262-3.)

So here I am, in the middle way, having had twenty years -
Twenty years largely wasted, the years of I'entre deux guerres~
Trying to learn to use words, and every attempt

Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure

Because one has only learnt to get the better of words
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For the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in which
One is no longer disposed to say it. And so each venture
Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate
With shabby equipment always deteriorating
In the general mess of imprecision of feeling,
Undisciplined squads of emotion.
[T. S. Eliot, East Coker]

And from the first declension of the flesh

Ilearnt man’s tongue, to twist the shapes of thoughts
Into the stony idiom of the brain

To shade and knit anew the patch of words

Left by the dead who, in their moonless acre,

Need no word’s warmth.

[Dylan Thomas, From Love’s First Fever to her Plague]

2. Pick out commonplace, idiomatic phrases of spoken English in Philip Larkin’s
Toads, quoted in Examples for Discussion on page 21. In the light of the discussion

in §2.3, consider why the poem is not vulnerable to the charge of banality,
although it contains many of these * prefabricated chunks’ of language.

3. Draw diagrams similar to that of fig. [b] in §2.4(‘a grief ago’) for the italicized
phrases in the following passages by Dylan Thomas:

[a] A dog barks in his sleep, farmyards away.
[Under Milke Wood, p. 22]
[6] All the moon long 1 heard, blessed among stables, the nightjars . . .
[Fern Hill)
[c] Cry,
Child beyond cockcrow
[Ceremony After a Fireraid)
[d] Who
Are you
Who is born
In the next room
So loud to my own
[Vision and Prayer]
[e] Or, masted venus, through the paddler’s bowl
Sailed up the sun
[A Grief Ago]

Alternative diagrams may be necessary. What clues do the diagrams furnish for the
interpretation of the phrases? (You will find the full contexts for these passages in
the printed edition of Under Milk Wood (London, 1954) and Collected Poems 1934~

B ———
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1952. Further help in interpretation is provided by W. Y. Tindall, 4 Reader’s Guide
to Dylan Thomas, London, 1962.)
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31 ANATOMY OF LANGUAGE
Three

A survey of different kinds of poetic licence must begin 'VVitl.l the qucsFiqn
of what kinds of rule or conventional restriction can be mf.rmged. This n;
Varieti f p ic Li turn leads us back to more fundamental questions: What is tbc xllaturc o
et of Foetie Hcence language? How is it constituted ? What different kinds of rules in language
) - . - v
have to be recognized ? My preliminary task is thercforc. to attelrgptb a vlz;l
short, simplified account of how a language such as English may be ro
dOWI’l into various levels of organization, and hovy thess: levels combine to-
gether. I should add that there are as many ways in which such an :i(ccou}nt
could be given as there are different theories of how language works. The

W 12
i i i ich aims to be non-controversial.
s i i is a composite one, which aims :
In the phrase roETIC LIcENCE We concede the poet’s right to ignore rulcs followmg. sketch comp > whi e oo I
One thing on which there seems to be little disag '

and conventions generally observed by users of the language. I have al- » : age down into two compon-
ready found myself discussing two very different kinds of poetic licence: that the traditional m'etho.d o ﬂ;iea‘i{;:?cg Il?xlslt%;ld,ga roughly tripartite model
in Chapter 1, the routine licences which are part of the traditional equip- ents, form and mc;;xfng, is inadequate.

ment of the versifier; and in Chapter 2, the creative licence, whereby a poet is usually preferred®:
may transcend the limits of the language to explore and communicate new fig.[]
arcas of experience.

The liberties poets have taken with the language have been of immense REALIZATION FORM
variety and have sometimes (especially in modern times) reached patho-
logical degrees of abnormality. There is a world of difference between
acknowledging a degrec of poctic licence, and saying that ‘anything goes’
in the language of poetry. As with a legal code, if transgressions are too
frequent and too violent, the system breaks down.

There are limits not only in the degree of freedom, but also in the types
of freedom exercised. Certainly, poctic licence is displayed more at some
levels of linguistic patterning than at others. An example of a type of rule-
breaking which seems to have little value in poetry is the kind of ungram-
maticality illustrated in: ‘I doesn’t be liking he.” Threc rules at least are
broken in this ‘pidgin’ utterance: the verbal element fajls to agree with its
subject in person, be is wrongly negated by means of the auxiliary do as if it . .
were a lexical verb like take, ctc., and the pronoun e is in the subjective 3.1.1 The Three Main Levels: Realization, Form, Semantics
case. It is not immediately apparent why this type of deviation strikes us as
amistake ~ as something a foreign learner of the language might be capable
of saying, but not a poet; but I shall return to that question in §3.2.2.

My object in this chapter is to illustrate and discuss different kinds of
poetic licence In doing so, I shall not entirely ignore aspects of the lan-
guage which scem to offer the poet little opportunity for creative impro-
visation; but my main interest will lie in those areas which lend themselves
to this purpose.

SEMANTICS

Grammar
Phonology (Denotative or

and Cognitive)
Meaning

Graphology Lexicon

is di by imagining him-
The reader may perhaps best understand this diagram by
selfe in the posizicl))n of someone trying to learn the language for the first
time, and asking himself, * What different kinds of knowledge. do Ihave t;o’
acqu’ire, before I can say I know English, and am able to use it properly?

Since knowledge of a language is traditionally condensed into btwolicmdi ::f
book, the dictionary and the grammar book, we may sltart1 y 0 servof
that to know a language competently, a speaker is required tfc? 1zivc xlncm-n
ized a vocabulary in that language, and to have lc:.mlt aset of rules showing
! how the items of the vocabulary are to be used in constructing senFenc;s(;
These two parts, the LExicON and the GRAMMAR, together comprise th

FORMAL aspect of the language.
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But dictionaries and grammar books do not entirely restrict themselves
to specifying the lexicon and grammar in this sense. They also give other
km.ds of information a learner needs to know: how to pronounce and
write the forms of the language, that is, how to give them physical realiza-
lt:on; and also what they mean. Thus three main types of rule have to be
. Ir:;\:;xs.l!;tﬁ;z Iocfs .FORM, of reaLIZATION (phonological or graphological),

The same three-level model applies both to the productive and receptive
processes of language: to listening and reading as much as to speakingp and
writing. The only difference between these processes is that the types of
r'ule are applied in the opposite order, as indicated in fig. [d] whifh for
simplicity represents the spoken language alone: ’

fig- [d]

PRODUCTION
(speaker)
_— ~
<@ 6>
~ —
Phonology Form Semantics
~ - 7
o> <l
— ~
(listener)
COMPREHENSION

>

There is no point in going into details as to why language has come to be
analysed on three major levels rather than two. But it may be useful to
give examples of locutions which are identical on one level and different
on another, neighbouring level. These will illustrate the functions of each
level, and will also go some way towards suggesting why it is necessary to
hfwc three levels at all. The four possibilities to consider are drawn ox:ythe
diagram above, and are listed with corresponding numbers below:
1. Homophony. Same pronunciation, different form (e.g- light adj. and
light noun). e
2. Differentiation. Same form, different pronunciation (e.g. the noun en-
velope pronounced either as ‘envelope’ or as if ‘ onvelope’; in poct
over and o'er, etc.). oty

3. Synonymy. Same meaning, different form (e.g. none the less, neverthe-
less, all the same). ’

e

VARIBETIES OF POETIC LICENCE 39

4. Multiple Meaning (Polysemy). Same form, different meaning (e.g.
light= (1) ‘undark’, and (2) ‘unheavy’).

These four many-one relations apply not only to words, but to sentences
and longer utterances. The remark ‘His designs upset her’, for example,
has four possible meanings: [4] ‘His drawings disturbed her’; [6] *His in-
tentions disturbed her’; [¢] ‘His drawings disturb her’; [d] ‘His intentions
disturb her’. One ambiguity arises from the homophony of the two forms
upset (present tensc) and upset (past tense), whereas the other arises from the
polysemy of designs. Hence lurking in *His designs upset her’ there are two
homophonous sentences, and each of these has two distinct meanings.

3.1.2. Phonology and Graphology

As English sentences can be transmitted by writing as well as by speech, a
competent performer needs to know both how to pronounce and how to
write the language. The term ‘graphology’ is somewhat wider than the
more usual term ‘orthography’, as it refers to the whole writing system:
punctuation and paragraphing as well as spelling. To a great extent, Eng-
lish graphology imitates phonology — that is, the written version of the
language is a visual coding of its spoken version. But as everyone knows,
English spelling does this in a very irregular manner, and sometimes makes
distinctions which are not heard in speech (e.g. between ceiling and sealing).
Moreover, punctuation does not mirror features of spoken English in any
obvious manner; it has not so far been shown, for instance, that there is
anything in speech corresponding to the paragraph. Because graphology
has to some extent its own rules and structure independent of pronuncia-
tion, it is perhaps best treated as a separate level of realization side by side
with phonology, as shown in fig. [c]. The two levels are thus in an ‘either-
or’ relationship, in contrast to the ‘both-and’ relationship between gram-
mar and lexicon. But this does not mean that a written text has no implica-
tions of spoken performance. Indeed, we know well enough that in poetry,
phonological effects, including those of versification, can be appreciated in
silent reading, as well as in reading aloud.

3.1.3 Meaning and Significance

Now I move to the right-hand box of fig. [c], to semantics, or the study of
meaning. I must make it clear that the word MBANING is to be used in this
book in the narrow sense of ‘ cognitive’, ‘logical’, or *denotative’ meaning:
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that . ) .
m,dt( is, ‘It‘lhc kind of meaning that is the concern of the dictionary
aker. 3 i 1
maker. ust czfltmstsl with 1a very broad use of the term often encountered
ary studies, where the ‘meaning’ of i
: aning’ of a poem, a line, a word
in ; ‘ . ‘ , etc.
Hydmclude ceverything that is communicated by it. This I shall pre’fcr to’
ca 3 g ici
! uxe SIGINIFII((ZANC.E or (.morc explicitly) Torar sieNIFICANCE of 2 picce of
guage. Imake this distinction, to avoid confusions which have sometimes
accompanied the use of such words as ¢ ing’ i i
. Lt . ords as “meaning’ in reference to literature.
. cognitive) meaning of an utterance or text is a part of its total sig-
nificance, but how important that is d i com
pificance, but hov rtant that part is depends very much on the com-
1 1ch situation. Scientific and technical varietics of English approach
as close ication i :
pelo as they can Fo a type of communication in which nothing is signi-
fica 1cxccpt cbognmvc meaning. In personal conversation, however, allow
2 ha ¥ iti : £
cmOtivcs ti)1 c n:;dcI for other, non-cognitive elements, especially of
and attitudinal import. In poct i ‘
tive ] a ry, so many special avenues of
munication between writer and ’ i
and reader are used, that cogniti i
: ognitive meanin
may see ire
Wozld bm to bcbonly a s‘mz%H part of the entire communication. Yet 1%
would ¢ c{;/lltclq surd to insist that cognitive meaning counts for nothing
e X
wo};th’ t}‘fI hilst we can reasonably assert that the word clowd in Words-
wort .ts Vsiz:{ndcr d lo.ucly as a cloud’ conveys something additional to
at1t would convey in a weather forecast, there is no need to go to th
extreme of claiming that t} ist’ ’ e terme
prireme of cl g 1e meteorologist’s and poet’s uses of the terms
pave n mlhg in common. If all words were deprived of cognitive content
. . .
: p lry, they Would be reduced, in communicative power, to the level
o chhc alli)mtlons like alas, ouch, and tally=ho.
t has be i - i ime i
o has b ena W}dcly accepted doctrine for some time in literary criticism
hat rlévo;: (Zir picce gf Ipoectlry cannot be paraphrased. The debates which
2 cd around this doctrine show | i
-vol how confusion can result fi
an IJ . - - - - rox}l
ifwcnl;ilscr.mun.at?% usTD of terms like ‘meaning” in literary discussion. But
car in mind the above distincti 1 .
ion between meaning and signifi
the whole issue is clarif itive ancaning 4
rified. Of course, on the pl iti i
ane
poem can be paraphrased: rcprescnth;g the ¢ sfnsc ’ :ff ac;gmuvc('mc?nmg .
o¢ rapl assage (i.c. its cog-
niti is 1 2
BUtVf:f cg)nticnt) in dlﬁ'(:fent wordsisin facta recognized classroom excrcisg(;:
, if by Sz?phrase we understand ‘giving the whole significance of a
sa ’ i
P] ge in different words’, then the doctrine which attacks the ‘para-
phrastic heresy’ is no doubt correct. d

3-1.4 Ancillary Branches of Linguistics

I he box dlagranl m flg. !CI delCth dle d()lnaul Of DESCRIPTIVE LINGUIST-
ICsS tllat 1S Of tllat ce l p t o W W
y s ntral as CC f hngUIStICS thh 1S ConCCrnCd lth
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the description of linguistic patterns in the abstract, without reference to
how, where, when, ctc., they are used. The three additional branches of
DIALECTOLOGY, REGISTER STUDY, and HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS deal with
three different dimensions on which these patterns are liable to vary.
DIALECTOLOGY is the study of dialect, thatis, how language varies according
to its user; REGISTER STUDY is concerned with variations according to the
function of language in socicty (the concept of register is widened here to
include how language cxpresses the feclings and attitudes of the user);
HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS charts the development of language through time.
These three ‘ancillary’ studies are essentially comparative, because they
compare the different ways in which language is used according to circum-
stances. The rules of any of the three major levels are apt to be restricted by
conditions of dialect, style, or time.

Descriptive linguistics, we might say from another point of view, deals
only with knowledge of the language, not with the knowledge of how to
use it. Certainly the linguistic expertise of our hypothetical learner of Eng-
lish will be somewhat limited unless his knowledge extends to these three
additional factors. Without some experience of them, he will not only com-
mit grave social errors, but will miss many of the more subtle aspects of
linguistic communication. These debilities will aboveallhandicap hisunder-
standing of literary texts, in which associations of register, social class, his~
torical period, etc.,are used for deliberate effect,and are especially significant.

When we note that caitiff hasarchaic connotations, roster military connot-
ations, footsy nursery connotations, we merely observe how words of
limited use acquire the flavour of the circumstances to which their use
characteristically belongs. Tootsy, improbably transplanted into a poem,

would carry its nursery background with it. When we talk of ‘connota-
tive meaning’, we refer, in part, to this power of a word, sentence, etc., to
conjure up the typical context of its occurrence. But this is not the whole
explanation of ‘ connotation’, for this term is used not only of the associa-
tions which go with the use of the linguistic item itself, but also of the
associations of what it refers to. If, for instance, night, blood, ghost, thunder,
are said to have ‘sinister connotations’, it is surely because this suggestive
quality belongs to the things themselves - night, blood, ghosts, and thun-~
der — (and hence, by association, to the words) rather than just to the
words. The sinister aura would be felt (no doubt more powerfully) in pic-
torial or auditory representations of these things, just as much asit is in the
words denoting them. In my opinion, linguistics can say nothing about
this latter kind of associativity, which is nevertheless of undeniable impor-

tance in poetry.
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3.2 TYPES OF DEVIATION

We are now equipped for a cursory survey of different types of linguistic
deviation in poetry, starting with the central level of linguistic form, and
moving from there to the other levels shown in fig. [c].

3.2.1 Lexical Deviation

Neologism, or the invention of new ‘words’ (i.c. items of vocabulary) is
one of the more obvious ways in which a poet may exceed the normaj re-
sources of the language. Not that it is the prerogative solely of the poet:
Jjournalists, copywriters, and scientists, to mention three other types of
linguistic practitioners, are for various reasons renowned for lexical inven-
tion. Even ordinary citizens in ordinary conversations quite often stumble
into neologism as the readiest Way to express their feclings or opinions.
We call new words NoNcE-rormaTIONS if they are made up “for the
nonce’, i.e., for a single occasion only, rather than as serious attempts to
augment the English wordstock for some new need. The poet’s lexical
Innovations can mostly be placed in the category of nonce-formations, al-
though obviously poetic neologisms are inclined to be less ephemeral than
conversational ones, for a successful poem will be read time and time again,
by the poet’s contemporaries and by succeeding generations, Quite a num-
ber of widely used English words apparently originated in poetry: ex-
amples are blatant [Spcnscr], assassination [Shakcspcare], pandemonium [Mil-
ton], and casuistry [Pope].
It is misleading to suggest that neologism is a ‘violation of lexical rule’;
a more correct explanation is that an existing rule (of word-formation) is
applied with greater generality than is customary: that the usual restrictions
on its operation are waived in a given instance. Let us take as an example
the English rule of word-formation which permits the prefixation of fore-
to a verb, to convey the meaning ‘beforchand’, as in Joresee, foreknow,
Soretell, and Sforewarn. If this rule were completely frec in its application, we
would use verbs such as foresell (‘scll in advance’) or Joreappear (‘appear in
advance’) without even noticing their oddity. But the rule is in fact limited
to a small group of items, so that when T. S. Eliot [in The Waste Land, 1]
augments the group by using the verb Joresuffer in the line ‘And I Tiresias
have foresuffered all’, this strikes us as a novelty, and asa surprising exten-
sion of the expressive possibilities of the language. If there were no limita-
tions of vocabulary of this kind, there would he no such thing as a finite
list of words constituting the lexicon of the language.
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i ion (the
The most common processes of word-formation are aﬂi)xatlczln (m
y i in the language), and com-
iti fix to an item already in the ‘
addition of a prefix or su ‘ ), and com-
pounding (the joining together of two or morIc.Ixtcxll:‘s to m;l;: }/;/ regcgk o
i hrase from Hopkins’s
ound one). In the following p . ‘ e Wheck o |
II)Deutschland) both compounding and affixation arc used to similar e

the widow-making unchilding unfathering deeps.

i ¢ " can be
The privative use of un- here in the sense “take of/gw;z f;c;rti’s o
re Lady Mac .
in unhorse, unfrock, unleash, etc. (compa ady N st
e lins a d ' £ music-loving, tub-thumping,
! ing i n the pattern of 1 !
Widow-making is a compound o g ing, tb-Lhimping,
the vocabulary, p
] inning, etc. Another means of extending C: S S
R aportance n English, i rsION, which might be be
i i h, is FUNCTIONAL CONVE , migh :
e i ’ ional ion consists in adapting
i ¢ ion’. Functional conversion
escribed as ‘zero affixation’. i . onsi aping
dn item to a new grammatical function without changing 1tsdf(z-r11:r1rmﬁ01r)1
?cins makes as striking use of this as of other methods of word-fo ,
i how:
as the following examples s
[ The Wreck of the Deutschland)
Let hi ter in us [ The Wreck of the Deutschland]
et him eas ' o
The just man justices [4s King  fishers Catch Fire]
The achieve of, the mastery of the thing [The Windhover]

And storms bugle his fame

ieve i i nce to

It is interesting that in this last exarr}plc, aChlewdlehtotS};r; :}11 cgzecff;zkes “
the very common abstract noun achievement, and t 1?1 e of
the difference between poetic vigour and prosaic a nt - D e
functional conversion is also a fcat.ure of Shakc§p<}:larc ; sn}; e In dntony
Cleopatra, for example, Antony tries to goad ?115 fﬂlcn lliliation A
ing him, by envisaging Eros as a spectator o usd u o &

jumph: ‘ Would’st thou be window’d (i.c. p!acc inaw et
;{nng and see [ Thy master thus . .. Later in this play, Clco%oatrsah zke
chroni;tically foresees her impersonation by chzl;l—zct:g:sl cg:’lyt ;:y e
spearean stage with ‘I shall see some squeaking Cleop

" . . < -
nej‘is.with metaphor, the degree of strangeness ofr}c feels :;t}l:tat (l)ezc(l)cr':ttlel;lt .

vation varies greatly from item to item, and from co contex
ISlzmc: types of word-formation have been so common in pg_etgy mmin};
cause little surprise in the reader, and may almo(slt be ;l)ai; Olfds ?:,hich e
licences (see §1.2.5). Spenser oftcn.preﬁxcd a—lan .en-;he words which 1
quired an extra syllable to fill their .allottcd place 1lr; e metrical scheme
He was likewise fond of adjectives in -, ~less, -fu ,a e < ehe
Some of these affixes remained especially productive in the p
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foHo?ng two or three centuries. Spenser, too, helped to introduce into
English poetic diction the propensity for compounds like shagey-bearded
(goats), firie-mouthed (steeds), etc.® s
To find What clse, apart from custom, is involved in the strangeness of a
new formation, we must first turn to the general question of the pur os‘e
and effect of neologism in poetry. It is wrong, at least in most gxses t
supposc that the intended meaning could not have been conveyed with:)uc:
chf{cal invention. :I'o return to Hopkins’s ‘the widow—making unchilding
‘m;ll athering chps : thc' cognitive meaning of this could have been rendered
the deeps which deprive (wives) of husbands, (children) of fathers, and
(parents) of children’. The longwindedness of this paraphrase however
veals t'hc degree of compression and economy which can b;: achicvcci i)e-
afﬁxatlop and compounding. But I think that there is another, more imy
portant if rather elusive factor, which may be called the ‘conce ’ t-makin B
power of neologism. If a new word is coined it implies the wislljl to rccog-
Tize a concept or property which the language can so far only express 155
phrasal or clausal description. Eliot’s foresuffered is not just a new wgrd bu{
the encapsulation of a newly formulated idea: that it is possible to antici
pate mystically the suffering of the future, Just as it is possible to fore .
for.etelz’, or have foreknowleazge of future events. Similarly, Hopkins’s thsee’
epithets seem to invest the sea with three awe-inspiring qL;alitigs The a:'cc
phras:i b}{ means of a relative clause simply describes tragic happc.ningslj:o;:
?;zttetri l\;vxtth the 1sca, whereas w'ia’ow—t?mking, tlrtflzildt'rzg, and unfathering seem
ute to the sea properties which are as inseparable from it as are the
properties of wetness, blueness, and saltness. The oddity of neologisms i
rclat‘ed to. the general usefulness of the concepts they rcprescnt'g:m'dowlf
making strikes us as stranger than cloth-making or rabbit-catching because we
would rarely 'wish to classify aspects of the universe by their ,tcndcnc to
make people into widows, whereas we might quite easily want to chaz"ac~

terize Ob[ccts (C.g., a maChIIlC Or a snare by thel[ ablllty to nltlke Cloth or
)

3.2.2 Grammatical Deviation

zI’c.> distinguish between the many different types of grammatical deviati

it is as well to start with the line traditionally drawn between MORPI—IOLO(Z;I:{’

Ethe gr.a;;rixmar of the word) .and SYNTAX (the grammar of how words pat-

ac:r’x; :;m n serftenc?s). Despite the many morphological extravagances such
eyroom, intellible, and eggtentical in Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake, linguistic
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odditics in the former category are rare enough in English poctry to be
passed over here.

In syntax, there is first a difference between the type of deviation illus-
trated in §2.4 (‘Our heart’s charity’s hearth’s fire’) — an exploitation of the
potential complexity of repetitive structure to an unusual degree —and a
simple ‘yes’/'no’ case of ungrammaticality, as with ‘T doesn’t like him’.
Secondly, there is, according to recent thinking on syntax, a distinction of
great importance between the DEEP STRUCTURE and the SURFACE STRUCTURE
of a sentence.” I shall not go into the exact theoretical nature of this distinc~
tion, but simply observe that the decp structure directly reflects the mean-
ing of the sentence, whereas the surface structure relates to the way in
which a sentence is actually uttered. For example, in the passive sentence
‘ Gladstone was revered by his supporters’, the identification of the ‘logical
subject’ (‘his supporters’) belongs to the decp or underlying structure,
whereas the identification of the ‘grammatical subject’ (‘Gladstone’) be-
longs to the surface structure. Deep structure may be characterized as the
‘semantic end’ of syntax, and surface structure as the ‘ phonological end’,
as it specifies the actual forms which are uttered, and the sequence in which
they occur.

Violations of surface structure are ‘superficial” not only in the technical
sense, but also in the sense that they have no fundamental effect on the way
in which a sentence is understood. Into this category fall violations which
could be described as ‘bad’ or ‘incorrect” grammar, and also the examples
of syntactic rearrangement (hyperbaton) discussed in §1.2.5. ‘T doesn’t like
him” strikes us as a poor attempt at ‘I don’t like him’; ‘He me saw” as a
strange variant of ‘He saw me’.

Examples of violation of deep structure arc a grief ago (sce §2.4) and the
other phrases of Dylan Thomas appended to Chapter 2 (Examples for Dis-
cussion, page 21). In thesc cases, a position reserved for words of a certain
class is filled by a word from a different class. Most deviations of deep
structure can be treated as cases of ‘mistaken selection’; and the interpre-
tation of the deviation consists not in mapping the deviant form on to a
single normal form which it most closely resembles, but rather in relating
it to a whole class of normal forms which could replace it in that position.

A rather different case of ‘misclassification” is that which arises in this

line from The Wreck of the Deutschland:
Thou hast bound bones and veins in me, fastened me flesh

What is peculiar about the second half of this line is the occurrence of the
verb fasten in a construction (Subject-+ Verbal4 Object+ Object Comple-
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ment) into which it does not normally fit. Fasten belongs to the class of
straightforward transitive verbs regularly followed by a single object Hso?v
.then do we interpret it when followed by two nominal elements ?JOn.e w

Is to treat it as if reclassified as a factitive verb — that is. as a mcn;ber of t? .
class of verbs such as make, crown, elect, which rcgulaley take both an 0];f

ject and an obiect co i i
j j mplement. It is then construed, approximately, as ‘to

make (me) into (flesh) by fastening’. This li
interfering with regul y g - This line demonstrates, however, how

ar linguistic classifications can lead to ambiguities of
structure. A second, perhaps more plausible, way to make sense of this devi-
ation would be to take me as an indirect object and flesh as a direct object
Then the analogy will not be to the construction of *crown him kijn !
‘but to that of “cook him dinner’. A rough paraphrase in this case wo ldgb ’
fasten flesh for me’, iie. ‘for my benefit’. e
I shall close this very incomplete survey of grammatical deviation in
poetry with a glance at various ‘asyntactie’ styles which have made thei
appearance in modern literature. These mainly seem to have the functiolxz
of impressionistically evoking psychological states. In The Wanderer, ap-
parently modelled on the Anglo-Saxon poem of the same name,® W Il-)l
Al'ld(’fn evolves a subjectless, articleless style which suggests to’ me .th .
exile’s loss of a sense of identity and of a co-ordinated view of life: ’

There head falls forward, fatigued at even;
And dreams of home, & e
WaYing from window, spread of welcome,
Kissing of wife under single sheet;
But waking sees
Bird-flocks nameless to him, through doorway voices
Of new men making another love.
Tgle disjointed syntax of this passage has something in common with that
1(; 1 the s.tylle] [Joyce uses to represent the interior monologue of Leopold
oom i i
o Paglnﬁ) -ysses (sce the Examples for Discussion at the end of this chap-

3.2.3 Phonological Deviation

Pattcm.s of phonology are even more ‘on the surface” than those of surface
Syntactic structure, so it is not surprising that phonological deviation i
English poetry is of limited importance. Not that this is true of all larlln
guages: in some American Indian cultures, notably that of the Nootka-
,
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literary recitation is clearly marked off from ordinary specch by a sct of
deviant phonological characteristics.®

In English, the only irregularities of pronunciation we need note are
conventional licences of verse composition: clision, aphesis, apocope, etc.
(see §1.2.5) and special pronunciation for the convenience of rthyming, as
when the noun wind is pronounced like the verb wind. It appears also that
certain ninetcenth-century poets placed word stresses in unusual places:
baliister [Tennyson], bastdrd [Browning], and Jily [D. G. Rossetti].*°
Whether this was merely for exigencies of metre, out of archaic affecta-
tion, or out of obedience to some obscure principle of euphony, is hard to
determine.

3.2.4 Graphological Deviation

To the extent that spelling represents pronunciation, any strangeness of
pronunciation will be reflected by a strangeness of written form. But there
is alsc a kind of graphological deviation which need have no counterpart in
speech. The key example of this might seem too obvious to mention: it is
the characteristic line-by-line arrangement of poetry on the printed page,
with irregular right-hand margins. The typographical line of poetry, like
the typographical stanza, is a unit which is not paralleled in non-poctic
varicties of English: it is independent of, and capable of interacting with,
the standard units of punctuation. This interaction is a special communica-
tive resource of poetry.

It is clear that when lines on the page do not correspond to any phono-
iogical reality, as in vers libre, verse lincation becomes a structuring device
with no justification beyond itself. Two American poets who explore
possibilities of purely visual patterning in poetry are William Carlos
Williams and E. E. Cummings. Cummings is well known for his use of
other types of orthographic deviation: discarding of capital letters and
punctuation where convention calls for them, jumbling of words, eccen-
tric use of parentheses, etc. For him, capitalization, spacing, and punctua-
tion become expressive devices, not symbols to be used according to typo-
graphic custom; he uses the compositor’s case as an artist’s palette. Some
of his more extreme experiments in visual poetry resemble coded messages
which, for their decipherment, call upon the kind of skill we use in solving
crossword-puzzles and anagrams. The following example, by contrast, is
mild and simple:
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seeker of truth

follow no path
all paths lead where

truth is here
[No. 3 of 73 Poems]

gilees ?;ctvzg ,Tg szzlihlzoclx:: 1(1wlhlc¥1, ?y tl?e way, because of its scmi—rh_ymc,

‘ phonologica basis of verse) enables me to point to
one pargcular use to which graphological deviation can be put. An ambi-
guity arises from a clash between the units of sense indicated b. lineation
':md by~syntax. According to the lineation, the poem ends with aysmtement
truth is here’; but according to the syntax, ‘truth is’ must belon‘ to th
clause begun in the previous line, and so ‘here’ is left on its own ag an exC
dam.ato'ry conclusion. The whole significance of the poem pivots on thi_
amb{gulty, which of course could not have arisen if the poet had used S
ventional capitalization and punctuation. ’ e

3.2.5 Semantic Deviation

W. B. Ygats thought that an irrational element was present in all great
poctry. It is indeed, almost as commonplace to regard a poem as a ki§d :)lf
inspired Jnomsense, as ‘a piece of sophisticated looniness’ (Theodore
Ro.ct'hke s pleasing description of a composition by Wallace Stevens).1t
This is the characteristic of poetry we have under focus when d
the topic of semantic deviation. e comeer
. . ..
} ;;c{sol;c?zglstz:g;:t to :;alnslate semantic .dev1aflon’ x’n.entally into ‘non-
' : y’, 50 long as we realize that ‘sense’ is used, in this con-
text, in a ‘stnctly literal-minded way: that is, in a way which would find
favour with a mathematician or logician. Wordsworth’s “The child i
fathc.r of the man’ is far from nonsensical by the generous standards ctz'
poetic appfeci‘ation: indeed, its very face-value oddity lends it ab;iormal
power‘of significance. But by the deliberately unimaginative standards of
the philosopher, it is impossible for X to be Y’s father while X i hil
and Yis a man. s child
We may approach this from another direction by saying that the super-
ficial absurdity of Wordsworth’s apophthegm forces the reader to lookpb
yond the dictionary definition for a reasonable interpretation: he ha ::: ,
}mderstand father in another sense than that of ¢ progenitor’. Th.is is clczrco
in the case of an equally celebrated paradox, Keats’s ‘Beauty is truth trutl:
beauty’, which equates, as baldly and bluntly as in a mathematical ﬁ’)rmu—
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la, two philosophically important abstractions: ‘beauty= truth’. This de-
finition of ‘truth’ and ‘beauty” in terms of one another is, needless to say,
at odds with what any dictionary attempting to record customary usage
would say. For example, when we say “This story is beautiful” we
decidedly donotimply “This story is true”. Keats is proposing some mystic-
al unity of concepts which are ordinarily treated as distinct.

In poetry, TRANSFERENCE OF MEANING, Of METAPHOR in its widest sense, is
the process whereby literal absurdity leads the mind to comprehension on
a figurative plane. It is by far the most important single factor in that
transcendence of the normal resources of communication by which 1
characterized poetic language in Chapter 2. So important an element of
poetic language is it that poets and critics alike have tended to consider it
the only thing that really matters in poetry. Whilst this is taking the claims
of metaphor too far, it is obviously too central an aspect of poetic language
to be dealt with in one minor section of this chapter, and I therefore post-
pone an extended treatment of it until Chapter 9.

3.2.6 Dialectal Deviation

I have dealt with deviation in all the departments of the box diagram
in fig. [c], page 37, soit only remains to consider the validity of the concept
of poetic licence in those other aspects of linguistic study I have called
‘ancillary’.

DIALECTISM, or the borrowing of features of socially or regionally de-
fined dialects, is a minor form of licence not generally available to the
average writer of functional prose, who is expected to write in the gener-
ally accepted and understood dialect known as ‘Standard English’. But it
is, of course, quite commonly used by story-tellers and humorists. For the
poet, dialectism may serve a number of purposes.

In The Shepheardes Calender, Spenser’s use of homely provincial words
like heydeguyes (a type of dance), rontes (“young bullocks’), weanell (‘newly
weaned kid or lamb’), and wimble (‘nimble’) 2 evokes a flavour of rustic
naivety in keeping with the sentiments of pastoral. In Kipling’s army
ballads and Hardy’s Wessex ballads, dialectism is almost inseparable from
the writers plan of depicting life as seen through the experience and ethos

of one particular section of English-speaking society.

3.2.7 Deviation of Register

Modern poets, as we noted in Chapter 1, have asserted their freedom from
constraints of ‘poetical’ language. It is therefore to the present age that we




50 CHAPTER THREE

turn for the most striking examples of poetic licence in the domain of
register. It is‘not that borrowing language from other, non-poetic regis-
tCI:S, isanew mnvention, but that poets of the present century have ex loigted
this device with an unprecedented audacity. Could any form of laf uage
outrzfg’c stylistic decorum more violently than the coarseness of lg)hﬂ%
Larkin s phrase ‘stuff your pension’ in Toads (quoted on page 21), or th
;i)rab cl;chés of ?Hicialdom in Ezra Pound’s line (from Homage t(; Sext:fi
(a:f{i’:ll’i; ;g?d i&z{rcj) ’r;mch larger Iliad is in the course of construction
chls'tcr borrowing in poetry is almost always accompanied by the
further incongruity of recisTER MrxING, or the use in the same te?ct £
.featurcs characteristic of different registers. Eliot in The Waste Land (II(;)
Juxtaposes high-flown poetical diction and stock Jjournalistic phraseology:

The nymphs are departed.

Departed, have left no addresses.

A more s bt cc anlplc 1S thc fOHO 11 WO 11ny O 1de. etter fo
ore su 1 X \%Y t
g 1 Cs fr m Al d ns L

And many a bandit, not so gently born
Kills vermin every winter with the Quorn.

Wnnfrec} Nowottny, in The Language Poets Use,'® makes the penctratin

ob'servatlon that ‘Kills vermin’ here is a singular exprcssionpbccause 1gt
muxes two usages: in the euphemistic parlance in which one refers to ani-
fnals s vermin, one speaks of killing as ‘keeping down’, “destroying’
dcahgg_ with’, etc. This incongruity, which contributes c,onsideragl1 gtc;
the satirical force of the couplet, can very casily be overlooked. In a sin:ilar

connection, Mrs Nowottny quotes the openin
‘ of L :
Naming of Parts by Henry Reed*: pening of Lessons of the War: 1.

To~day we have naming of parts. Yesterday,

We had daily cleaning. And to-morrow morning

We shall have what to do after firing. But to-day ,

Tq—day we have naming of parts. Japonica ’

Glistens like coral in all of the neighbouring gardens
And to-day we have naming of parts. ,

i—ic;c icl focct‘of_ mmgllir.l g two registers — that of rifle instruction and that
‘ yrical description ~ is ironical in a bolder, more clear-cut, but neverthe-
ess equally effective way. The first four lines, but for the last word
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japonica, might have been taken verbatim from a rifle-instructor’s mono-
logue. They have the naively repetitive syntax of an inept style of lectur-
ing, and contain the mechanically produced regulation army phrases,
which, one fecls, should be printed in capitals to show their status as
headings lifted from the instruction booklet: ‘Naming of Parts’, ‘Daily
Cleaning’, ‘What to Do After Firing’. It is in the last line, where the
regulation language is yoked by co-ordination to the descriptive language,
that the irony reaches its full concentration.

Sometimes an incongruity lies not so much in the relation of a piece of
language to its linguistic context as in its relation to its subject matter. In
Eliot’s line ‘He, the young man carbuncular, arrives’ [The Waste Land,
111] the poetic heightening of the syntax (shown particularly in the inver-
sion of adjective and noun) ironically belittles the character and event de-
scribed. The adjective carbuncular, too, despite its polysyllabic resonance, is
ludicrously incompatible with the lofty sentiments the syntax leads us to
expect. This clash between matter and manner is the basis of the mock
heroic style cultivated in the eighteenth century, although in the latter part
of that period mock heroic became a convention in itself, a stereotyped
pose of mock-seriousness not necessarily combined with satirical intent.

3.2.8 Deviation of Historical Period

We have noted the poet’s ability to range over the multifariousness of the
language without respect to boundaries of dialect and register. To com-
plete the picture, we must also note (as, indeed, we have already done to
some extent in the discussion of archaism, §1.2.1) that he has ‘the freedom
of the language’, in the same sense that he is not restricted to the language
of his own particular period, as is the case with more commonplace types
of linguistic transaction. It might be said, in fact, that the medium of Eng-
lish poetry is the English language viewed as a historical whole, not just as
a synchronous system shared by the writer and his contemporaries. James
Joyce thought that a writer must be familiar with the history of his lan~
guage — that he must, in short, be a philologist. T. S. Eliot expressed a
similar point of view, in more general terms, when he insisted that ‘no
poet . . . has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation
is the appreciation of his relation to dead poets and artists”.*® Such senti-
ments help to explain why many poets have felt that they share the same
language, the same communicative medium, as poets of earlier generations,
whatever important changes the language may have undergone in the
meantime.
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What a poet sees as his linguistic heritage may even include dead lan-
guages such as Latin and Greek. A type of historical licence current in the
period of neo-classical culture following the Renaissance was the use of a
word of Latin origin in a sensc reconstructed from the literal Latin mean-
ings of its elements. Examples of such etymological reinterpretations in
Milton are: inspiring (= ‘breathing in’), induce (= ‘lead in’), “with serpent
error wand ring” (‘crawling’, ‘crecping’), ‘ Bush with frizzl’d hair implicit’
(‘entwined’).2®

Archaism as the ‘survival of the language of the past into the language of
the present’, is of course an institutionalized licence of poetry, and may
perhaps be distinguished from linguistic anachronism, or the conscious and
calculated resurrection of language belonging to a bygone age. A clear
case of anachronism in language (consisting largely in quotation from Sir
Thomas Elyot’s The Governour) occurs in the following passage from T. S.
Eliot’s East Coker:

The association of man and woman

In daunsinge, signifying matrimonic —

A dignified and commodious sacrament,
Two and two, necessarye coniunction,
Holding eche other by the hand or the arm
Which betokeneth concorde.

The alternation between ancient and modern, emphasized by spelling, is
similar in inspiration and effect to the register mixing which Eliot employs
extensively, both in this poem and elsewhere. The point of the device, in
the larger context of the poem, is clear: it ‘says’ that progression through
time is cyclic, and that present and past are ultimately one.

Archaism and anachronism in other periods of literature are difficult to
separate. For example, in the language of Coleridge’s The Ancient Mariner,
there is a certain amount of deliberate revival of obsolete usage, for historic-
al colouring; but there is also some reliance upon standard archaisms
current in the poetry of the day.

3.3 CONCLUSION

Our gamut of categories has not exhausted the numerous ways in which
English poets may deviate from the norms of English. An instance of a
type of licence for which no allowance has been made in the foregoing
scheme is the interpolation of bits of living forcign languages, conspicu-

SR
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ously practised by Pound and Eliot in some of their poems, and illustrated
in Walt Whitman’s ‘Allons! we must not stop here!” [Song of the Open
Road]. However, I shall not attempt to cxtcnc'l the catalogue beyond this
point: instead, I shall use Whitman’s exhortation to spur t?lc reader on to
the next chapter, where my aim will be to correct the negative cm-phasxs of
this chapter by paying attention to the constructive communicative vaiue

of linguistic deviation.

Examples for discussion

1. Say as preciscly as possible how the following passage of ‘int.crior ‘monologuc'
from James Joyce’s Ulysses deviates from the syntax of normal discursive prose (sce
§3.2.2):
Bloom looked, unblessed to go. Got up to kill: on eighteen bob a week. F.cllows
shell out the dibs. Want to keep your weathereye open. Those girls, those lovely.
By the sad sea waves. Chorusgirl’s romance. Letters rcad. out for breach of prom-~
ise. From Chickabiddy’s own Mumpsypum. Laughter in court. Henry. I never
signed it. The lovely name you. [From The Sirens]

2. Identify types of linguistic deviation in the following. Discuss how they contri-
bute to the total significance of each passage:

[a] [Part of a passage satirizing Wordsworth’s The Waggoners]

If he must fain sweep o’er the ethereal plain,
And Pegasus runs restive in his * Waggon’,
Could he not beg the loan of Charles’s Wain?

Or pray Medea for a single dragon?
Or if, too classic for his vulgar brain,
He fear'd his neck to venture such a nag on,
And he must needs mount nearer to the moon,
Could not the blockhead ask for a balloon?
[Byron, Don Juan, 111, 99]

b

[ ]N o worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief:,
More pangs will, schooled at forepangs, wilder wring.
Comforter, where, where is your comforting?
Mary, mother of us, where is your relief? ) )
My cries heave, herds-long; huddle in a main, a chief '
Woe, world-sorrow; on an age-old anvil wince and sing -
Then lull, then leave off. Fury had shrieked ‘No ling-
ering! Let me be fell: force I must be brief’.
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5 8. GrROOM, The Diction of Poetry from Spenser to Bridges, Toronto, 1955, 43—4.

6 GROOM, op. cit., 7-8.

7 See N. CHOMSKY, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax, Cambridge, Mass., 1965’.16._1 8.

8 It has been pointed out, however, that the opening line of this poem is aerwc.d
from a medieval homily entitled Sawles Warde. (M. w. BLOOMEELD, ‘Doom is

O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall
Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed. Hold them cheap
May who ne’er hung there. Nor does long our small
Durance deal with that steep or deep. Here! creep,

Weretch, under a comfort serves in a whirlwind: all Dark and Deeper than Any Sea-Dingle’, Modern Language Notes, 63 (1948), 549~

Life death does end and each day dies with sleep. 552).
[A sonnet by G. M. Hopkins] 9 See LEVIN, op. cit., 229 and n.

[c] 10 GROOM, o0p. cit., 217, 237, and 254. he Grafh of P New York

i i i I1 C.BROOKS and R. P. WARREN, eds., Conversations on the Craft of Poetry, New York,

pity this busy monster, manunkind, 1961, 59 (quoted in . GROsS, Sound and Form in Modern Poetry, Ann Arbor, 1964,

. . 228). .
mot. I.’togrcss Isa cquortable discase: 12 In the June, February, September, and March Eclogues respectively. Sce c. L.
your victim(death and life safely beyond) WRENN, ‘On re-reading Spenser’s Shepheardes Calender’, conveniently reprinted

in his Word and Symbol, London, 1967, 108-9.
13 W. NOWOTINY, The Language Poets Use, London, 1962, 4I.
14 Ibid., 37-8. )
15 T.S. ELIOT, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, Selected Prose, Penguin Books,

plays with the bigness of his littleness
— electrons deify one razorblade
into a mountainrange; lenses extend

unwish through curving wherewhen till unwish 1953, 23.
returns on its unself, 16 GROOM, op. cit., B1-2,

A world of made
is not a world of born - pity poor flesh

and trees,poor stars and stones,but never this
fine specimen of hypermagical

ultraomnipotence.  We doctors know

a hopeless case if - listen: there’s a hell
of a good universe next door;let’s go
[A complete poem by E. E. Cummings]

Notes

1 Cf asurvey of types of deviation in s. ®. LEvIN, ‘Internal and External Deviation
in Poetry’, Word, 21.2 (1965), 225-39. (In this chapter we are only concerned
with what Levin calls ‘external deviation’.)

2 The conception of language represented here follows, more than any other, that
of the ‘Neo-Firthian’ movement in Great Britain; sce especially M. A. K. HALLI-
DAY, A. MCINTOSH, and P. STREVENS, The Linguistic Sciences and Language Teaching,
London, 1964, 9-~12.

3 Compare the diagram in HALLIDAY, MCINTOSH, and STREVENS, op. cit., 18. !

4 HALLIDAY, MCINTOSH, and STREVENS (op. cit., 15-10) use the term ‘descriptive
linguistics” in a similar sense.




Four

Foregrounding and Interpretation’

‘Poetry’s unnatural’, said Mr Weller; ‘No one ever talked poetry "cept a
beadle on boxin’ day.’? In concentrating on the abnormalities of poﬁtic
language in Chapter 3, we saw that there is truth, in a sense, in at least the
first part of Mr Weller’s remark. But what we have to consider in this
chapter is something beyond Mr Weller’s matter-of-fact wisdom: how
the apparently unnatural, aberrant, even nonsensical, is justified by signifi-
cance at some deeper level of interpretation. This question has been raised
mforrpally in earlier chapters, especially in connection with the Examples
fc'>r Discussion, for to have tried to separate deviance altogether fromfi ~
nificance would have been a very artificial exercise. But we need to o

the subject more careful attention. e

41 FOREGROUNDING

First, however, I w.ish to place linguistic deviation in a wider aesthetic
context, by connecting it with the general principle of FOREGROUNDING.

4.1.1 Foregrounding in Art and Elsewhere

Ft is a very general principle of artistic communication that a work of art
in some way deviates from norms which we, as members of society, have
learnt to expect in the medium used.® A painting that is representa,tional
does not simply reproduce the visual stimuli an observer would receive if
}.16 were looking at the scene it depicts: what is artistically interesting is how
it dcvx’ates from photographic accuracy, from simply being a ‘copy of
nature’. An abstract painting, on the other hand, is interesting accordil;)y to
how it deviates from mass-produced regularities of pattern, from abso%utc
symmetry, etc. Just as painting acts against a background of norms, so in
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music there are expected patterns — of melody, rhythm, harmonic pro-
gression, abstract form, etc., and a composer’s skill lies not in mechanically
reproducing these, but in introducing unexpected departures from them.
As a general rule, anyone who wishes to investigate the significance and
value of a work of art must concentrate on the element of interest and sur-
prise, rather than on the automatic pattern. Such deviations from linguistic
or other socially accepted norms have been given the special name of ‘fore-
grounding’,* which invokes the analogy of a figure seen against a back-
ground. The artistic deviation ‘sticks out’ from its background, the auto-
matic system, like a figure in the foreground of a visual field.

The application of this concept to poetry is obvious. The foregrounded
figure is the linguistic deviation, and the background is the language - the
system taken for granted in any talk of ‘deviation’. Just as the eye picks
out the figure as the important and meaningful element in its field of
vision, so the reader of poetry picks out the linguistic deviation in such a
phrase as ‘a grief ago” as the most arresting and significant part of the
message, and interprets it by measuring it against the background of the
expected pattern (see §2.4). It should be added, however, that the rules of
the English language as a unity arc not the only standard of normality: as
we saw in Chapter 1, the English of poetry has its own set of norms, so that
‘routine licences” which are odd in the context of English as a whole are
not foregrounded, but rather expected, when they occur in a poem. The
unique creative innovations of poetry, not the routine deviations, are what
we must chiefly have in mind in this discussion of foregrounding.

Deliberate linguistic foregrounding is not confined to poetry, but is
found, for example, in joking specch and in children’s games. Literature is
distinguished, as the Czech scholar Muka¥ovsky says, by the ‘consistency
and systematic character of foregrounding’,® but even so, in some non-
literary writing, such as comic ‘nonsense prose’, foregrounding may be
just as pervasive and as violent (if not more s0) as it is in most poetry:

Henry was his father’s son and it were time for him to go into his father’s

business of Brammer Striving. It wert a farst dying trade which was fast

dying.
Even in this short passage from John Lennon in his own Write,® there are
several instances of orthographic, grammatical, and semantic deviation. If
a longer passage were considered, it would be seen that the linguistic fore-
grounding is far from being spasmodic or random ~ it follows a certain
rationale of its own. It is difficult to analyse what is meant by foreground-
ing being ‘systematic’, but the notion is intuitively clear in the feeling we
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4.1.2 An Example

;ﬁix ;(;?vinchl.g illus.tration of the power of foregrounding to suggest latent

w%l " ;::Ir:zeu 1Ss fu?glshed ?y th(c)lse modern poets (especially Pound and Eliot)
: ¢ of the stylistic device of transposing pieces of ordi

poetic language into a poetic context. A f'amousg cf;amp;)e g; tﬁi"ﬁ’{n’?g}

register-borrowing is the bar- .
[The Waste Land, I%I]: ¢ bar-parlour monologue in ‘A Game of Chess’

When, Lil"s husband got demobbed, I said -
;I didn’t mmc’c my ?vords, I'said to her myself, . . .
Hgﬁv v[:lb:it s kcommg}llaack, make yourself a bit smart.
ant to know what you done with that
To get yourself some teeth. He did, I was thi:r::n.oney hegeeyos

.o

Ihe VCIy fa(:t t]lat Il I) € OC( l) y
this aSSag Ccurs ina OCm, lnCOngruOUSl rubbmg
ShOUIdets W ltll OthCI, more I'Cspectably lltcrary typ Of 11
Cs .E ghsh, causes us
to Pay it th.e COIIlPllInCllt Of unusual SC[utlny He[c t oregrou (:1
. 1t 15 f gt 1 Cd,
W hCICaS lf 1t I]ad beell Overhcard ma pub or o. b W \Y
rona US, 1t Ou]d not ha (&
been. W [+ ﬁ.n.d OurSCIVCS not Paylng hced to 1ts mcanlﬂg qua Casual gOSSlp,
bUt Iatllcl aSklng What 15 thc Pomt OfltS lnclus onat th Pl ce .;
c\’/ hat 1S 1ts ICIC vance to its COntCXt: O{I hat C
H 15 1ts artistic Slgnlﬁ anCC, n thc
gulrlnlnlg of blts Ofnc W spa vert. y .y surrace Of a
g g’ 4

cast upOn it iIl a CuStomaty i i I’
situatio . i i i
1 . 1 The same applles to Ehot’s htera

42 INTERPRETATION

Poctic i
o fbresgroundm% PICSUPPOSCS some motivation on th(‘: Paft Of thc
writer and ome CXP anation on the Part Of the ion-
. reader. A uestl
a.k. What 13 [hC pomti Ofcourse, there ma bC no Poiﬂt at an' but’ thc
y ’
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appreciative reader, by act of faith, assumes that there is one, or at lcast
tends to give the poct the benefit of the doubt. On the other hand, we must
not forget the Mr Wellers of this world, who shrug their shoulders at each
qucstion—mark, and take poetry to be a kind of outlandish nonsense. The
problem we now have to consider is the problem which stands astride the
gap between linguistic analysis and literary appreciation: When is a linguis-

tic deviation (nrtistically) significant?

4.2.1 The Subjectivity of Interpretation
To the foregoing question I wish to consider three answers.

ANSWER 1: When it (i.e. the deviation) communicates something. According
to this definition of significance, practically all deviation is significant.
Consider the following three cases:

[4] My aunt suffers from terrible authoritis.

{0] Like you plays?

[c] The Houwe [sic] of Commons.
The linguistic abnormalities in these examples are most likely to be taken
as errors, as trivial hindrances to communication. But unintentionally, they
may convey quite a bit of information. The first, if we take it to be an
example of malapropism (authoritis for arthritis), at least tells us something
about the education, character, ctc., of its perpetrator. In the second ex-
ample, the ungrammaticality probably suggests that its author is a for-
cigner with an imperfect command of English. The third example, occur-
ring in a printed text, informs us that the printer has made a mistake, that
the author is a careless proof-reader, etc. Such mistakes may, of course, be
deliberately imitated for artistic or comic effect, asin the case of Mrs Mala-

prop herself:
An aspersion upon my parts of speech! Was ever such a brute! Sure, if
I reprehend anything in this world, it is the use of my oracular tongue
and a nice derangement of epitaphs.
[Sheridan, The Rivals, 1ILiii]
However, it is clear that even the most trivial and unmotivated deviation
may communicate information of a kind.
ANSWER 2: When it communicates what was intended by its author. This defini-

tion of ‘significant’ narrows the first one to exclude solecisms, malapro-
pisms, and other sorts of linguistic blunder. It insists that a deviation is sig-
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nificant only when deliberate. But the one main difficulty about this answer
is that the intention of the author is in practice inaccessible. If he is dead,
his intention must remain for ever unknown, unless he happens to have re-
corded it; and even a living poet is usually shy of explaining ‘what he
meant’ when he wrote a given poem. There is, morcover, a widely held
view that what a poem signifies lies within itself and cannot be added to by
extrancous commentary.” In any case, must a poet’s own explanation be
treated as oracular? An interesting casc of conflicting interpretations is
reported in Tindall’s A Reader’s Guide to Dylan Thomas® In Thomas’s A
Grief Ago there occurs a puzzling compound country-handed:

The country-handed grave boxed into love.

Edith Sitwell discerned in the compound a ‘rural picture of a farmer grow-
ing flowers and corn’, whereas Thomas himself said that this was quite
contrary to his intention, and that he had envisaged the grave in the like-
ness of a boxer with fists as big as countrics. Should we accept Thomas’s
‘correction’ as the last word on the subject ? Or should we not rather accept

Edith Sitwell’s interpretation as being valid and artistically significant in
its own right?

ANSWER 3: When it is judged or felt by the reader to be significant. This answer,
anticipated above, is on the face of it the most unsatisfactory of all: it
merely says that the significance of a poem lies ultimately in the mind of the
reader, just as beauty is said to lie in the eye of the beholder. Yet I think we
are forced back on this definition by the failure of the other two to circum-
scribe what people in practice take to be significant in a poem. We may go
further, and say that not only whether a deviation has a sensible interpreta-
tion, but what interpretation it is to be given, is a subjective matter. Not
that I am advocating the critical anarchy of every man’s opinion being as
good as his neighbour’s: there is such a thing asa consensusof interpretative
judgment, in which certain experts (critics) have a bigger voice than lay-
men, and in which the voice of the poet, if heard, is probably the most
authoritative of all.

This conclusion, however much of an anticlimax it may seem, is salu-
tary if it teaches us the difference between the objectivity (at least in spirit)
of linguistic analysis, and the subjectivity (in the last resort) of critical inter-
pretation. It should also teach us that linguistics and literary criticism, in
so far as they both deal with poetic language, are complementary not com-

peting activities. Where the two meet is above all in the study of fore-
grounding.
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4.2.2 The ‘Warranty’ for a Deviation

Assuming that a deviation can be given a sensible and cgnsiru(,ttlvc mt:r:
pretation, let us now examinc more preciscly hon a particular 1n§crpr§ a
tion is arrived at. In detail, this is a matter of clrmcal theory rat 11cr than
stylistics, and I can do no more here than sketch, in a general way, the pro-
involved.

CCSX:SIit?guoistic deviation is a disruptim‘l of tlzc normal pro.cesscs.f o}f comt-
munication: it leaves a gap, as it were, in one's comp.rc}%cnsxon g the tlex..E
The gap can be filled, and the deviation rcnd'crcd sxgmglcant, ut:;l t)i/oln
by an cffort of his imagination the rt?ader perceives some cgpcr co:li rection
which compensates for the superficial oddity. In Ehc-casefo mcqtixhp 1A , s
compensation is in the form of analogy. Donne’s line (from The App

tion)
Then thy sick taper will begin to wink

contains two violations of literal meaningfuiucssi thf: idea of a taper bm}lg
‘sick’, and the idea of a taper being capable of kamg‘. The, wagrztnty ko,r
these deviations lies in a figurative interpretation of sxlclf : ama1 wmdl,
whereby we appreciate analogies between someone whoisil aca a cznthi
which is burning out, and between the flickering of z;- ca;:‘ ct }in; o
batting of an eyelid. The scarch for a warranty can go ;mﬁ‘ F:r tha s
We can ask how these comparisons conmbch to t‘hc total e cctu}rjcncsu !
the poem; but for the mf?melzlt we s_hall only investigate what can be calle
1 jate warranty for a deviation.

tlli&‘gzrtlli‘i,rakixld of dc};iation is illustrated in the bizarre word—}i)lc;?bds and
neologisms of Joyec’s Finnegan’s Wake, e.g. muscy];oog‘z, . éu ;(thc;r?:;v(;
Gracehoper. In these cases the immediate warranty can be divide 11t o two
parts. The first is the apprehension of a lfngmsuc comlfzctlczln —actt mzre
phonological resemblance — between the invented word and one 02 §
well-established items of vocabulary: muscum, .whcclbarm{u, gra.ss1 opper.
The second is the attempt to match this linguistic connection w11: 1 somc
connection outside language, perhaps some referential connecm(;n etv'Iv:}clcn
the invented words and the ‘proper” words we map on to them. 111;
museyroom suggests, appropriately enough, th‘aAt a museum is a ro?z; n
which one muses, just as in [a] of §4.2.1, authoritis ¥n.1ght suggesta writing
bug which afflicts my aunt as cripplingly as arthritis.
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43 PARALLELISM

Linguistic deviation as we have studied it (i.c. the waiving of rules or con-
ventions of language) is not the only mechanism of linguistic foreground-
ing. The effect of obtrusion, of some part of the message being thrust into

.thc foreground of attention, may be attained by other means. A pun, for
instance, is a type of foregrounding:

When I am dead, 1 hope it may be said:
‘His sins were scarlet, but his books were read’.
[Hilaire Belloc, On his Books]

This epigram contains no violation of linguistic rules, but we are conscious,
at its conclusion, of two simultaneous interpretations ‘read’ and ‘red’. Qur
attention, that is to say, is focused upon a phonological equivalence which
would normally be unobserved.

Now I want to concentrate on a type of foregrounding which is in a
sense the opposite of deviation, for it consists in the introduction of extra

regularities, not irregularities, into the language. This is PARALLELISM in the
widest sense of that word.1°

4.3.1 Parallelism as Foregrounded Regularity

To explain what I mean by ‘extra regularities’, I shall take as an example
the alliterative pattern of repeated fs in Coleridge’s line “The furrow fol-
lowed free’ [ The Ancient Mariner].

To the extent that any use of language consists in obeying rules, regu-
larity or ‘ruledness’ is a property of language in general, both inside and
outside poetry. One of the ways in which language shows itself to be re-
ducible to rule is in the possibility of segmenting a text into structurally
equivalent units: for example, syllables (in phonology) and clauses (in
grammar). Thus a text can be analysed as a pattern, on different layers, of
repeated similar structures:

fig-[e]
A. 8o fa-rou f5-loud friz  phonemic transcription

B. cvev-cv cv-cve cev syllable structure
C.x|sx| 7% |- rhythmic structure

/ / 7
D. x !f Xl f x lf alliterative pattern

Line A of the diagram gives a phonemic transcription of Coleridge’s line:
it records the actual units of sound in the order in which they are articu-
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lated. These sounds, as everyone knows, are not represented one-for-one
by the letters of a written text; for example, the two Is of followed stand for
only a single sound. (The combination /ou/ counts as a single sound.)

Line B shows the same sequence of sounds (phonemes), but this time
they are identified simply as consonants (c) or vowels (v}. When the sounds
arc classified in this way, a pattern of like structures emerges. This pattern-
ing may be explained by segmenting the sequence into syllables, and speci-
fying the limited range of structures a syllable in English may have as
follows:

CICIORACICION0
In this formula, parentheses indicate elements which may or may not be
present. Rendered verbally, it says that an English syllable consists of a
vowel or diphthong preceded by o, 1, 2, or 3 consonants and followed by
0, 1, 2, 3, or 4 consonants. (An alternative, and more convenient way of
representing this is C°3 V C°-%.) A maximum initial consonant cluster is
found in strong [str-/, and a maximum final cluster is found in sixths
[-ksOs/. Hyphens in this line, as in the one above, indicate boundaries be-
tween one syllable and the next, if they are within the same unit of thythm
(see below).**

Line C symbolizes a second layer of phonological patterning in the line,
showing how it breaks down into a sequence of stressed syllables (/) and
unstressed syllables (x). Again underlying the pattern there is a general
principle of organization comparable to that of syllable structure: each
rhythm-unit, or ‘measure’, as we may call it, contains one and only one
stressed syllable, and optionally a number of unstressed syllables, up to
a maximum of about four. The boundaries between the measures are
marked by vertical bars, analogous to bar-lines in music rather than to
foot-boundaries in traditional scansion. The purpose of analysing rhythm
in this way will be clearer in §7.1, when we come to discussing its place in
versification; for the moment, we shall take it that every measure begins
with a stressed syllable. (It happens in this example that bar-lines coincide
with word boundaries.)

We see from the above analysis how the phonological patterning of
the English language can be described by means of a hierarchy of units. The
smallest units, PHONEMES, are the individual vowels and consonants (/f/, /g/,
Ju/, etc.) of which larger units, sYLLABLES are composed. Syllables them-
selves, classified as stressed or unstressed, are the elements of still larger
units, the units of rhythm here called Measures. A fourth unit of even
greater extent, a unit of intonation, may also be distinguished, but is of
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only limited interest in the study of poetry. A similar hierarchy of units,
sentence, clause, phrase, word, ctc., may also be set up to describe gram-
matical patterns.!?

The alliterative structure written out in line Disa pattern superimposed,
so to speak, on the patterning already inherent in the language. It consists
in the recurrence of a particular phoneme, /f], at the beginning of every
stressed syllable in the line. Another extra regularity is the metrical pattern
of alternating stressed and unstressed syllables: pI-pDUM-DI-DUM-DI-DUM.
There is no rule in the language stating that this must be the case, any more
than it is a rule of English that all stressed syllables must start with /f].

Metre and alliteration are only two of many examples of the type of
linguistic foregrounding which consists in making a text more organized
than it has to be by virtue of the rules of the language. A further example,
this time a syntactic one, is seen in the second line of this couplet:

Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey,
Where wealth accumulates and men decay.
[Goldsmith, The Deserted Village]

The relevant units in this case are not measures or syllables, but clauses. The
italicized parts of the line have identical syntactic structures: each consists
of a single-word subject followed by a single-word predicate. Where the
language allows for a choice from a variety of structures (Subject+ Verbal,
Subject + Verbal+ Object, Subject+ Verbal + Indirect Object + Object,
etc.), the poet insists on an exact repetition. The term ‘parallelism” is above
all associated with this sort of syntactic repetition.

Parallelism in its broad sense is precisely the opposite, as I have said, of
the kind of foregrounding found in ‘a grief ago’, as discussed in §2.4. In
the latter case, where a certain range of selections is available in the lan~
guage, the poet makes a selection beyond this range. With parallelism,

where the language allows him a choice, he consistently limits himself to
the same option.

4.3.2 How Much Regularity?

Foregrounding is rarcly an all-or-nothing matter. Justas there are degrees of
foregrounded irregularity (sec §2.4), so there are degrees of foregrounded
regularity. There is a trivial parallelism in a sentence like ‘He found his key
and opened the front door’, which contains two consecutive Verbal+ Ob-
ject constructions. But this construction is in any case so frequent in Eng-
lish that we tend not to notice the pattern, and would scarcely consider it
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contrived for artistic effect. In contrast, the degree of pattcrnh}g is quite

marked in the saying ‘No news is good news’, for the rc.:pctitlon of the

same syntactic pattern Modifier+ Noun is here accompanied by‘the same
lexical choice of news. An even stronger foregrounding of regularity occurs
in Othello’s ‘I kissed thee ere I killed thee’, where the two clauses have
(x) identical structures (Subject+ Verbal + ijcct), () the exact verbal cor-
respondences of I and thee, (3) corresponding past tense suffixes (-ed), apd
(4) a phonological congruence between kissed and k‘zlled. We may notice
also that the parallelism of ‘wealth accumulates’ and ‘men decay’ in F}old—
smith’s line resides not just in the identity of clause structures (Subject+

Verbal) but in the fact that each element of the clause consists of only one
word. If we altered each clause so that this second condition no longer ap-
plicd (e.g. ‘wealth has accumulated” and “good men decay’) the pattern
would be considerably weaker because there would no loxlgfzr be such a
close grammatical correspondence. These examples give some idea of whz}t
factors enter into the assessment of how strong a parallelism is: whether it
extends to both lexical and grammatical choices; whether it operates
simultaneously on different layers of structure; whether it nvolves pattern-
ing on both phonological and formal levels.

4.3.3 Datterns of Identity and Contrast

The importance of parallelism as a feature of poetic language al%nost rivals
that of deviation. Gerard Manley Hopkins went so far as to claim th.at the
artifice of poetry ‘reduces itself to the principle of parallelism’.*® It is cer-
tainly the principle underlying all versification. We w.ould. ther.eforc like
to inquire carefully into its nature and function, as we inquired into those
of linguistic deviation. ‘

It is first of all important to note a difference between parallelism and
mechanical repetition. As Roman Jakobson has said,** ‘any form of
parallelism isan apportionment of invariants and variables’.‘In ot¥1er words,
in any parallelistic pattern there must be an clement of identity and an
element of contrast. The element of identity requires little comment: it is
clear that any superimposed pattern of the kinds illustratf-:d in §4.§.I al?ovc
sets up a relation of equivalence between two or more neighbouring pieces
of a text, as indicated here by the horizontal brackets:

The furrow followed free
X 7/ X / X 7
s, £ £ 7 f

L S S
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Where wealth accumulates and men decay
...... Subject + Verbal ... ....Subject + Verbal
{ ] { j

What is probably less obvious is that this identity does not extend to
absolute duplication. The exact repetition of a sentence, as in the chanting
of crowds (“We want Alf! We want Alf! ... ctc.) is not counted as
parallelism, because parallelism requires some variable feature of the pattern
—some contrasting clements which are ‘parallel” with respect to their
position in the pattern.

Having made this distinction, we may further observe that parallelism
is typical of many other aspects of human culture apart from literature. The
eighteenth-century German writer Johann Gottfried von Herder defended
the characteristic parallelism (in meaning as well as form) of the Hebrew
Psalms against the charge of monotony and redundancy with the words:
‘Haben Sie noch nic einen Tanz geschen?’ (‘Have you never scen a
dance?’).1® Similarly in music:

) )

{
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The opening bars of Becthoven’s Fifth Symphony forcefully illustrate the
patterning of constants and variables which is basic to almost all aspects of
musical form.'® In this case it is the rhythmic figure 4 JJ}J with a fall on
the last note which is the invariant part of the theme; the actual tonal
values of the notes make up the variable element.

Proverbs, slogans, nursery rhymes, and many other ‘sub-literary” uses of
language also abound in parallelism. Songs and ballads are extremely paral-
lelistic in design, and this is amply reflected in the stanza from The Ancient
Mariner (an imitation of ballad style) from which our example of allitera-
tion was taken: '

The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew,
The furrow followed free:

We were the first that ever burst

Into that silent sea.

It would take a page to list the many interlocking foregrounded patterns ~
metre, end-rhyme, internal rhyme, alliteration, and syntactic parallelism -
in this short passage.
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4.3.4 The Interpretation of Parallelism

It is impossible to summarize the function of parallelism in a way which
will cover all the diverse examples of its occurrence, inside and outside
poetry. Linguistic parallelism is very often connected with rhetorical em-
phasis and memorability. In nursery rhymes and ballads, it affords an art-
less kind of pleasure in itself, and probably has and needs no further justi-
fication. We tend to dismiss this kind of pleasure as of no account in the
appreciation of poetry, but I think it would be wrong to dismiss completely
the feature of the language of literature which links it most closely to the
language of music - the other major art-form which exists on the dimen~
sion of time,

Nevertheless, people generally feel that ifa parallelism occurs ina poem,
some decper motive or justification for it should be sought. The feeling is
all the stronger because most prose writers are inclined to go out of their
way to avoid gratuitous effects of this kind: alliteration, rhyme, etc., are
felt to be a positive distraction and hindrance to communication unless
they are artistically justified. The parallelisms of versification belong to a
class of extra regularities which, like routine licences, are not foregrounded
in poctry. But we may assume that in general, foregrounded regularities like
foregrounded irregularities, require an interpretation.

The assignment of significance to a parallelism rests upon a simple
principle of equivalence. Every parallclism sets up a relationship of equiva-
lence between two or more elements: the elements which are singled out
by the pattern as being parallel. Interpreting the parallelism involves ap-
preciating some external connection between these elements.*” The con-
nection is, broadly speaking, a connection cither of similarity or of con-
trast. In Goldsmith’s line ¢ Where wealth accumulates and men decay’ it is
obviously one of ironic contrast. Other examples of a contrastive connec-
tion are:

He raised a mortal to the skies;

She drew an angel down.
[Dryden, Alexander’s Feast)

To err is human, to forgive, divine.
[Pope, An Essay on Criticism)

It is to cases like these, in which formal parallelism is combined with an
implication of contrast, that the term ANTITHESIS is most readily applied.
If, on the other hand, Goldsmith’s line had been parodied * Where wealth
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diminishes and men decay’, the connection would have been understood
as onc of similarity: the two states of affairs go together, in fact the one
seems to follow from the other. A third possibility is shown in a further
parody: “Where wealth accumulates and men obey.” This is puzzling be-
cause on the face of it there is no connection between the two verbs which
the pattern sets in opposition to one another; yet we find ourselves trying
to grope towards an interpretation, by imagining a situation in which the
one might be taken as complementary or in contrast to the other. In in-
terpreting parallelism, as in interpreting deviation, human nature abhors a
vacuum of sense.

Another expectation raised by syntactic parallelism is that if there are
more than two phases to the pattern, it moves towards a climax. This ex-
pectation is fulfilled in the following passage from The Merchant of Venice
[I1L]

If you prick us, do we not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh? if
you poison us, do we not die? and if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?

where the portentousness and emotive force of revenge, coming after
bleed, laugh, and die, is underlined by aslight verbal variation in the pattern;
the replacement of do by shall. The passage would have been not just less
effective but downright unsatisfactory if (disregarding the position of and)
the lines had been put in the opposite order.

A slightly more complicated case is that of this celebrated quotation
from Robert Burns’s To a Mouse:

The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men

Gang aft a-gley.

The relation of equivalence here is between mice and men, which corre-
spond not only syntactically, but phonologically, in that they are both
monosyllables beginning with /m/. The phonological foregrounding, or
“chiming’, of two words in this way is quite a common poetic effect. The
reinforcing connection between mice and men is twofold. We firstly ap-
preciate the referential contrast between man, the supreme head of animal
creation, and the mouse, one of the tiniest, timidest, most inconsequential
of creatures. But secondly, helped by the conjunction and which links the
two words, we appreciate a similarity between man and mouse, who in
the sentiment of this passage are levelled to the same status of vulnerability
to fate. What the parallelistic bond between the two seems to say is that
creatures superficially different are basically the same.

The interpretation of parallelism is like the interpretation of deviation
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in being divisible into an immediate interpretation and a wider interpreta-
tion, which takes into account its relation to other foregrounding, and
ultimately to the whole work in which it appears. For an example of
wider reinforcement, we return to Othello’s words ‘I kissed thee ere I
killed thee’, in which the parallelism strongly urges a connection between
kissed and killed. This is similar to the ‘mice and men’ example in that it
combines contrast with similarity. Kissing and killing have opposed con-
notations, the former being associated with love, and the latter with hatred
and aggression. On the other hand, the sentence as a whf)le suggests Fhat
they are similar: thatkissing and killing are compatible actions. Ona wider
scale, therefore, this parallelism summarizes with great concentration the
paradox of Othello’s jealousy, and the irony of his final tragedy.

Examples for discussion

1. What instances of linguistic foregrounding, both of regularity (parallelism) and
of irregularity (deviation) can be identified in the following. How are the ff)re-
grounded features interpreted, and how do their individual interpretations fit into
the total interpretation of each passage or poem? Discuss, with reference to these
examples, the meaning of ‘consistency of foregrounding” in poetry.

{a] Justice
I cannot skill of these Thy ways;
Lord, Thou didst make me, yet thou woundest me;
Lord, Thou dost wound me, yet Thou dost relieve me;
Lord, Thou relievest, yet I die by Thee;
Lord, Thou dost kill me, yet Thou dost reprieve me.

But when I mark my life and praise,

Thy justice me most fitly pays;
For I do praise Thee, yet I praise Thee not;
My prayers mean Thee, yet my prayers stray;
T would do well, yet sin the hand hath got;
My soul doth love Thee, yet it loves delay.

I cannot skill of these my ways.

[George Herbert]

(6]
And |, forsooth, in love! I, that have been love’s whip;
A very beadle to a humorous sigh;
A critic, nay, a night-watch constable;
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A domineering pedant o’er the boy;

Than whom no mortal so magnificent !

This whimpled, whining, purblind, wayward boy;

This senior-junior, giant dwarf, Dan Cupid

Regent of love-rhymes, lord of folded arms,

The anointed sovereign of sighs and groans,

Liege of all loiterers and malcontents,

Dread prince of plackets, king of codpieces,

Sole imperator and great general

Of trotting paritors: - O my little heart! -

And I to be a corporal of his field,

And wear his colours like a tumbler’s hoop!
[Love’s Labour’s Lost, 11Li]

(The above passage, spoken by Berowne, is discussed from a linguistic point of view
by Mrs Nowottny, in The Language Poets Use, 5-6.)

2. Search the following passages for patterns of formal parallelism. Describe each

parallelism, using a notation on lines already illustrated in §4.3.3 for representing

parallel sequences of formal items or grammatical categorics; for example, the

pattern of ‘A tim’rous foe and a suspicious friend’ (Pope, Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot)

can be symbolized ‘a 4- Adjective + Noun and a + Adjective + Noun’, Be wary of
L H L J

confusing parallelism with co-ordination, and of assuming that every parallelism of
meaning must be accompanied by a parallelism of syntactic construction. Consider
the interpretation of formal parallelism in these passages.

[¢] BrUTUS: Romans, countrymen, and lovers ! hear me for my cause, and be silent,
that you may hear: believe me for mine honour, and have respect for mine
honour, that you may believe: censure me in your wisdom, and awake your
senses, that you may be the better judge. If there be any in this assembly, any dear
friend of Caesar’s, to him I say that Brutus’ love to Caesar was no less than his. If
then that friend demand why Brutus rose against Cacsar, this is my answer: not
thatIloved Caesar iess, but that I loved Roome more. Had you rather Cacsar were
living, and die all slaves, than that Caesar were dead, to live all freemen? As
Cacsar loved me, I weep for him; as he was fortunate, I rejoice at it; as he was
valiant, I honour him; but as he was ambitious, I slew him. There is tears for his
love; joy for his fortune; honour for his valour; and death for his ambition. Who
is here so base that would be a bondman? If any, speak; for him have I offended.
Who is here so rude that would not be a Roman? If any, speak; for him have I
offended. Who is here so vile that will not love his country? If any, speak; for
him have I offended. [Julius Caesar, 11Lii)

Ul
Of all the causes which conspire to blind
Man’s erring judgment, and misguide the mind,
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What the weak head with strongest bias rules,

is priDY, the never-failing vice of fools.

Whatever Nature has in worth denied,

She gives in large recruits of needless pride;

For as in bodies, thus in souls we find

What wants in blood and spirits, swell'd with wind:

Pride, where wit fails, steps in to our defence,

And fills up all the mighty void of sense.

If once right reason drives that cloud away,

Truth breaks upon us with resistless day.

Trust not yourself; but your defects to know,

Make use of every friend ~ and every foe.
[Pope, An Essay on Criticism, 11}
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Five

Verbal Repetition

The subject of parallelism was introduced in the last chapter, but much re-
mains to be said if justice is to be done to its overriding importance in the
structure and significance of works of literature. In this and the following
chapters, I shall place parallelism in the context of a broad class of repeti-
tive effects which were called ‘schemes’ (or ‘figures of speech’ in a more
specific sense than is usual today) in traditional handbooks of rhetoric.
Even after that, the aspect of parallelism which concerns versification will
still await consideration. The particular theme of these chapters will be
repetition, not in the abstract sense of recurrence of structure — the sense
mainly under focus in §4.3 — but in the more direct sense of actual physical,
acoustic repetition: in a word, the ECHOIC aspect of literary language.

But first we must draw a purely linguistic distinction. Obtrusive irregu-
larity (poetic deviation) and obtrusive regularity (parallelism) account for
most of what is characteristic of poctic language; but they do not both
occur with equal frequency at the different levels of linguistic organization.
Returning to the main levels drawn in figs. [c and [d] (pages 37-8), we
discover that foregrounded regularity is on the whole a feature of phon-
ology (or graphology) and surface grammatical structure. This is only
natural, since when we talk of deep grammatical structure and semantics,
we are not involved in the directly perccivable pattern of a sentence, but
rather in the underlying choices of meaning and presentation. On the
other hand, obtrusive irregularity (linguistic deviation) is only of primary
importance, as we saw in §3.2, when located in the areas of deep structure
and semantics; i.e. in the right-hand half of fig. [c]. The two types of fore-
grounding therefore have complementary spheres of importance.

To refer to these spheres of importance, instead of ‘left-hand half of
fig. [c]’ and ‘right-hand half of fig. [c]’, I propose to use the plain terms
ExPRESSION and CONTENT respectively. Expression thus includes phonology
and surface grammatical structure, whereas content includes semantics and
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deep grammatical structure. The two overlap in the lexicon. Now we may
recapitulate the point made in the last paragraph more succinctly: fore-
grounded regularity predominates in linguistic expression, and fore-
grounded irregularity in linguistic content.

5.1 SCHEMES AND TROPES

The contrast between expression and content, with their associated types
of foregrounding, has been made because of its connection with a tradi-
tional distinction between two classes of rhetorical figure, scuEMES and
TROPES. Unfortunately, the line between these two categories, as with many
other rhetorical classifications, has always been vaguely and inconsistently
drawn. Schemes, roughly, have included figures such as alliteration, ana-
phora, and chiasmus, and have been described as abnormal arrangements
lending themselves to the forceful and harmonious presentation of ideas.
Tropes, more radical in scope and more powerful in effect, have (again
roughly) been identified as devices involving alteration of the normal
meaning of an expression: they include metaphor, irony, and synecdoche.
Some rhetoricians draw up a third category of “figures of thought’. These
are more concerned with the psychological strategy of developing a theme
than with the actual choice of language, and so lie outside our province.

As the traditional classification, with its mixture of pragmatic and de-
scriptive criteria, has fallen into general disuse, I'sce no harm in resurrect-
ing the division between the schemes and tropes, and reinterpreting it on a
more strictly linguistic basis. Schemes have to do with expression, and
tropes with content: this much is traditional. But more particularly, I shall
associate each term with the kind of linguistic foregrounding predominant
in its half of the language process; i.c. I shall define them as follows:

scuemEs: foregrounded repetitions of expression.
TROPES: foregrounded irregularities of content.

(My reasons for calling schemes ‘repetitions’ rather than ‘regularities” will
become clear in §s.2 below.)

The categories so defined account for much, but by no means all, of
special linguistic effects in poetry. They do not, for example, include devia-
tions of graphology, of register, or of historical period, as discussed in
Chapter 3. Part of the trouble with the traditional classification was the
rhetorician’s tendency to try and make it as exhaustive as possible: to force
every conceivable figure into one category or the other. Thus hyperbaton
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(arrangement of words, etc., out of their usual ordcr)‘ might find tlt;cl(f
classified either as a scheme (being a matter of egpfessxon) .gr als abéui_
(being a kind of linguistic irregularity). Actually it lies outside lt 1]6 oun-
daries of both categories as they have been drawn }}erc. Ncg"eft 161(135 , the
present definitions cover in all essentials the categories as traditionally ¢
celj\;eg;rther point has to be made about schemes anfl tropesh as I have dg;
fined them. We identify them at different levels: i.. a scheme ma};ical
identified as a phonological, a graphological, or a forrr};l c(11.6. grfal;lnlllzzlx al
and/or lexical) pattern; likewise, a trope may be identified asa fo mal or
semantic deviation. But these identifications are not so distinct as th 16\{ elz
seem, because there is a great deal of interdependence between the levels.

Note the truth of the following observations:

1. Formal repetition often presupposes phono!ogxca! repetition.
2. Formal deviation often presupposes semantic deviation.

To see the correctness of (1), one need merely reflect that to repeat a two:lc}
is to repeat the sounds of which it is composed. The follow1.ng <:>§t:r:1c1 c;)lo_
tains, on a formal level, the repetition of the worfl Sarewell, onthe le o
logical level the actual sound of the word farewell is cchoed at 1rr3gu arwe
tervals, and itself constitutes a kind of pl?onol'oglcal foregrﬁ)u,n ing. e
listen to it as to the tolling of a bell, an audible signal of Othello’s surrende
of wordly pleasure and achievement:
O, now for ever
Farewell the tranquil mind! farewell .contcnt!
Farewell the plumed troop and the big wars
That make ambition virtue! O, farcwc!l!
Farewell the neighing steed and thf: sh.nll trump,
The spirit-stirring drum, the car-piercing fife,
The royal banner, and all quality, '
Pride, pomp and circumstance of glorious war!
[IILiii]
Certain nineteenth-century poets, amongst tihem Gc-rard Mar;ley;{.op}llcmii
have a tendency to use exact verbal repetition, wlncl} gocl:(s‘ gm fmh z::) d
with a tendency to ‘orchestrate’ th(?il‘ poetry with various kinds of pho
logical echo — consonance, alliteration, assonance, etc:

My aspens dear, whose airy cages que!led,
Quelled or quenched in leaves the leaping sun,

All felled, felled, are all felled.
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These opening lines of Hopkins’s ‘Binscy Poplars’ exemplify both fea-
tures, and show that in effect, they arc one. The lexical repetitions of
guelledand felled are part of the general symphony of phonological schemes
But notice that the relationship does not hold in the opposite direction:
the initial repetitions of sound in ‘guenched . . . guelled” and “leaves .
leaping’ hz}vc nothing to do with any formal, lexical correspondences. .

Illust.ratmg statement (2) above, that formal deviation often presupposes
semantic deviation, properly lies outside my present concern. However, so
that the ﬁ{ll symmetry of the relationship between schemes and tropes can
be a’pprecmtcd, we may return briefly to our familiar examples of ‘a grief
ago’, and observe that this trope can be described from two points of view
On the_formal level, it is an example of an incompatible juxtaposition of
syntactic clements: a noun which is not a noun of time in the construction
- - ago’. On the semantic level it is an example of the type of meaning
tr;%nsfcrence generally called METONYMY (see §9.1.3). Again the relation-
ship is not necessarily reciprocal, as it is not in the following extract:

Sceptre and crown must tumble down
And in the dust be equal made
With the poor crooked scythe and spade.

[James Shirley, The Contention of Ajax and Ullyses, 1]

The words scythe.and spade here will normally be interpreted metonymi-
cally, as representing the abstract (or perhaps collective) notion of ‘ peasan-

; : . . .
try’, even though there is no syntactic or lexical deviation to signal this un-
usual interpretation.

52 FORMAL REPETITIONS

Language allows for a great abundance of types of lexical and grammatical
repetition, and my task now is to illustrate this variety of schemes, at the
same time considering what artistic purposes they can serve. As a’bstract
patterns of purely syntactic parallelism were exemplified at some length
in§§4.3.3 and 4.3.4, Ishall focus attention in this chapter on formal schemes
which, like that of Othello’s ‘farewell’ speech, contain verbal iterations
and: bcnce repetitions of sound. My first point, however, is that not all re-
petitions of this kind take place within the framework of a parallelism:
there is also a type of irregular repetition, or Free repETITION, Which never-
theless strikes the reader as having a deliberate rhetorical effect. My defini-
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tion of ‘schemes’ is wide enough to include both parallelism and this free
repetition.

The passage from Othello quoted in §s.1 is actually on the border be-
tween these two categories. It starts off with a regular pattern consisting in
the recurrence of the structure Farewell X, where X is a noun phrase. In a
more general notation for symbolizing types of parallelism, we may let 4
stand for the unvarying element farewell, and by, by, bs, ctc. for the parallel
noun phrases. The layout below follows the units of the parallelism, rather
than the lines of verse:

Farewell the tranquil mind! aby
farewell content! ab,
Farewell the plumed troop and the big wars |

That make ambition virtue! a by
a

O, farewell! | e
Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill tramp  a by

After the third repetition, the pattern undergoes an interruption, and ‘O
farewell’ is interjected without a following noun phrase. It is the bare re-
iteration of the word farewell that connects this exclamation to what pre-
cedes and follows it, not the regular pattern of parallelism, which is lost at
this point. Most people will agree that the disturbance of the pattern, far
from being a blemish, breaks up the formality of the speech, and makes it
more like a genuine expression of strong feeling.

Rhetorical tradition has handed down a large number of technical
names for different kinds of verbal repetition. In what follows I shall men-
tion some of these terms, and, I hope, clarify their meanings within the
general framework of linguistic foregrounding. But it will be as well to re-
mind the reader of my comments on rhetorical nomenclature in the Intro-
duction (§o.2) : knowing the actual names is of minimal importance com-
pared with understanding the realities they denote.

5.2.1 Free Verbal Repetition

Free repetition of form means the exact copying of some previous part of a
text (whether word, phrase, or even sentence), since of course, if there
were merely a partial repetition, this would amount to a parallelism. Tradi-
tional rhetoric distinguished two categories of free repetition: that of im-
mediate repetition, or EPZEUXIS (e.g. ‘Come away, come away, death’),
and that of intermittent repetition, or PLOCE (pronounced [plousi/). The
second term was especially associated with the pregnant repetition of an
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item in different senses, as when the dying John of Gaunt puns on his own
name: :

O, how that name befits my composition !
Old Gaunt, indeed; and gaunt in being old.
[Richard II, 11.1]

Immediate repetition is predominant in the following extract from the
Authorized Version of the Bible [Samuel 2], a passage in which David
laments the death of his son:

O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would God I had dicd
for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son!

In a similar vein, but in a very different style, the irregular reiteration of
the name Lycidas, together with other repetitions, seems to contribute to
the elegiac pomp of Milton’s poem of that name:

For Lycidas is dead, dead erc his prime,
Young Lycidas, and hath not left his peer.
Who would not sing for Lycidas? he know
Himself to sing, and build the lofty rhyme.

The superfluity of expression in these passages runs counter to one strongly
held tenet of poetic composition: that to compress, to say much in little,
is the means to poetic intensity, and the mark of great poctry. And yet, if
we turn to the ordinary emotive use of language, we see that repetition is a
fundamental if primitive device of intensification. To call it a ‘device’, in-
deed, is to mislead, for repetition is almost involuntary to a person in a
state of extreme emotional excitation. A tragi-comic realization of this in
drama is Shylock’s outburst over the elopement of his daughter:

My daughter! O my ducats! O my daughter!
Fled with a Christian! O my Christian ducats!
[ The Merchant of Venice, ILviii]

The powerful effect of repetition in David’s lament, as in Milton’s lament
over Lycidas, seems to lie in the implication that the grief is too great for
expression in few words: so deep a sorrow requires manifold utterance.
Not that sorrow is the only emotion capable of expression in this way; few
poetic rhapsodies can match the naked vigour of the Song of Deborah and
Barak, another piece of Old Testament lyricism:

At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down: at her feet he bowed, he fell;
where he bowed, there he fell down dead. [Judges 5]
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The fierce exultation conveyed by this verse in its context is almost entirely
due to its repetitiveness. The murder of Sisera, it scers to say, must be
lovingly dwelt upon, so that every drop of joy can be squeezed out
of it.

Although repetition sometimes indicates poverty of linguistic resource,
it can, as we sec, have its own kind of eloquence. By underlining rather
than elaborating the message, it presents a simple emotion with force. It
may further suggest a suppressed intensity of feeling ~ an imprisoned feel-
ing, as it were, for which there is no outlet but a repeated hammering at
the confining walls of language. In a way, saying the same thing over and
overisareflection on the inadequacy of language to express what you have
to express ‘in one go’.

An apparent haphazardness or disorderliness in the manner of repetition,
as in the examples above, can also suggest spontancity and exuberance.
This disorderliness is, indeed, a necessary characteristic of free repetition,
and a respect in which it contrasts with the formality and ceremoniousness
of parallelism.

s.2.2 Types of Verbal Parallelism

The figures of speech we have now to consider take the form of exact ver-
bal repetitions in equivalent positions. The commonest place for such re-
petitions is at the beginning of the relevant unit of text, like the repetition
of farewell in Othello’s specch. What is meant by ‘relevant unit of text’
varies from one case to another. It may be a grammatical unit, such as a
clause or sentence, or a sequence of grammatical units, for example a noun
phrase followed by a prepositional phrase. It may on the other hand be a
prosodic unit—a line or stanza of verse; or a dramatic unit -a speech.
Furthermore, it may simultaneously lie within two or more of these
categories. The exact nature of the unit is irrelevant; what is important, if
this is to constitute a parallelism, is that the repetition should be felt to
occur at the beginning of equivalent pieces of language, within which
there is an invariant part (the verbal repetition itsclf) and a variant part (the
rest of the unit).

In both the well-known quotations that follow, different criteria coin-
cide in isolating the parallel segments, or phases of the pattern. In [a], the
repetition comes at the beginning of a dramatic speech, which also happens
to consist of a single sentence. In [b], it constitutes the opening line of a
stanza which is also a sequence of two sentences:
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[a]
LORENZO: o ., iti such a night
Troilus methinks mounted the Troyan walls,
And sighed his soul toward the Grecian tents,
Where Cressid lay that night.

JESSICA: In such a night
Did Thisbe fearfully o’ertrip the dew.
And saw the lion’s shadow ere himself,
And ran dismayed away.

LORENZO: In such a night
Stood Dido with a willow in her hand
Upon the wild sea-banks, and waft her love
To come again to Carthage.

JESSICA : In such a night
Medea gathered the enchanted herbs
That did renew old Zson.

[The Merchant of Venice, V.i]

[4]
O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,
Alone and palely loitering ?
The sedge has wither’d from the lake,
And no birds sing.

O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,
So haggard and so woebegone ?
The squirrel’s granary is full,
And the harvest’s done.
[Keats, La Belle Datme Sans Merci]

Despite dissimilarities of structural detail, both these examples can be re-
presented by the single formula(a. . .)(a. . .), etc., with a symbolizing again
the constant element, and brackets enclosing sections of text which in some
structural sense can be taken as equivalent. By the ‘etc.” I mean to convey
that the parallelism may contain two, or more than two equivalent units.

In the rhetorical manuals of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, verbal
parallelisms were carefully distinguished according to their position.*

For example, the term ANAPHORA was applied to initial repetitions of the
kind just illustrated. (In modern times, ‘anaphora’ has been applied to ver-
bal repetition in general.) Despite a tendency towards pedantry and arbi-
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trariness in these rhetorical distinctions, it would be wrong to dismiss them
as of mercly historical interest, for the features they analyse belong to
poctry of all ages. This has been convincingly illustrated in a recent study
of the wealth of verbal schemes in the poetry of T. S. Eliot.? Here are some
of the figures of verbal parallelism apart from anaphora:

gpisTROPHE. Final repetition; the opposite of anaphora.
Formula: (.. .a)(. . .a), etc.
Example:

Those who sharpen the tooth of the dog, meaning

Death
Those who glitter with the glory of the hummingbird, meaning

Death
Those who sit in the stye of contentment, meaning
Death
Those who suffer the ecstasy of the animals, meaning
Death

[T. S. Eliot, Marina]

symeroce. Initial combined with final repetition; i.c. anaphora and epi-
strophe together.

Formula: (a...b)(a...b), etc.

Example:

I will recruit for myself and you as I go;
I will scatter myself among men and women as I go.
[Walt Whitman, Song of the Open Road]

(Another example is that given for epistrophe above.)

anapierosis. The last part of one unit is repeated at the beginning of the
next.
Formula: (...a)(a...)
Example:
The same that oft-times hath

Charm’d magic casements, opening on the foam
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.

Forlorn ! the very word is like a bell
To toll me back from thee to my sole self!
[Keats, Ode to a Nightingale]
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EPANALEPSIS. The final part of each unit of the pattern repeats the initial
part.

Formula: (a...a)(b. . .b), etc.
Example:

With ruin upon ruin, rout on rot,
Confusion worse confounded.
[Paradise Lost, 11]

ANTISTROPHE. The repetition of items in a reverse order.
Formula (roughly): (...a...b...)(...b...a...)
xample:
What's Hecuba to him or he to Hecuba

That he should weep for her?
[Hamlet, 1Lii]

In almost all the examples of verbal parallelism given so far, the repetition
of individual words is accompanied by some degree of repetition of syn-
tactic structure. In the illustration of symploce, for instance, the sequence
Main Clause+ Temporal Clause is copied from the first line to the second.
In that of epanalepsis, the sequence Noun+ Prepositional Phrase is re-
peated. Indeed, so closely are verbal and syntactic parallelism intercon-
nected that the attempt to deal with the one in isolation from the other, as
in the conventional treatment of these schemes, is a slightly artificial under-
taking. Anaphora, epistrophe, ctc., should always be related where possible
to a context of syntactic parallelism. ’

Iappend to the above list two contrasting examples of repetition within
the structure of the word; these are the morphological counterparts of
anaphora and epistrophe.

PoLYPTOTON: The repetition of a word with varying grammatical inflec-
tions.

Example:
And singing still dost soar, and soaring ever singest.
[Shelley, To a Skylark]

HOMOIOTELEUTON: The repetition of the same derivational or inflectional
ending on different words.

Example:

~ Not for these I raise
The song of thanks and praise;
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But for those obstinate questionings
Of sensc and outward things,
Fallings from us, vanishings,
Blank misgivings of a creature
Moving about in worlds not realized . . .
[Wordsworth, Ode: Intimations of Immortality]

Having been subjected to a certain amount of rhetorical terminology in
this chapter, the reader may well feel that the practice of enumerating and
naming figures of speech is an overrated pastime. This feeling is a far from
new one, having been expressed by Quintilian, the greatest rhetorician of
Imperial Rome, and many since him. However, whereas criticism of rhe-
torical tradition has tended to concentrate on its pedantic insistence on nice
distinctions, I should like to focus attention at this point on its logical de-
fects as a framework for analysis: not only are the distinctions made often
unsystematic, but more fundamentally, the whole concept of listing types of
repetition, or types of foregrounding generally, is a misconceived one.
For example, the rhetorical catalogue generally provides for initial and
final verbal repetition, but makesno allowance for repetition in the middle
of successive units. Though less prominent than the other two, this type is
common enough, and is illustrated by the sequence “that rubs its” in the
following pair of lines from Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock:

The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window-panes,
The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window-panes

This is an cxample of a fairly strong verbal parallelism, in which symploce
(initial and final repetition) is combined with medial repetition, the pattern
is represented by the formula (a...b. . .¢)(a. . .b...c). Of course, it would
be possible to devise even more complicated examples, in which more than
three (even an indefmitely large number of) sets of items would be re-
peated in successive structures. Thus if one followed the example set by
‘symploce’ of coining a new term for every combination of figures of
repetition, the list would never be complete. There are other ways, too, in
which the listing of foregrounded cffects, if pursued consistently, would
have to continue ad infinitum. What is required, rather than a catalogue of
types of repetition, is a recognition of the different dimensions of structure
on which schematic patterns may vary. This in turn presupposcs a proper
linguistic analysis, and study of different degrees of patterning on lines
which have been hinted at in §4.3.2.
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5.2.3 The Functions of Verbal Parallelism

In considering the functions of verbal parallelism in poctry, we have to
take account of ways in which it is both like and unlike free verbal repeti-
tion (§5.2.1). The repetition of individual words here, as in free repetition,
is a form of superfluity or redundancy of expression. Indeed, in most cascs
language provides a means of avoiding the repetition, either by substitut-
ing a ‘proxy’ word such as a pronoun, or by reorganizing the syntax,
often with the help of co-ordination, so as to omit the repeated sequence al-
together. The following, for example, is a more economical, though prob-
ably less cffective, recasting of the passage of Whitman I used to exemplify
symploce: “As I go, I will recruit for myself and you, and scatter myself
among men and women.” Nothing is changed here, except for the position
of ‘as I go’ and the elimination of the repetitions of ‘I will” and ‘as I go’.
Even the redundancies of the more complex repetitive pattern quoted from
Eliot’s Prufrock can be deleted, with the aid of that most useful abbrevi-
atory device, the adverb respectively: ‘The yellow fog and smoke that rub
their back and muzzle (respectively) on the window-panes’. Let me hasten
to point out that the concept of ‘redundancy’ is applied here only to the
cognitive meaning of the passage. Itis excruciatingly clear that the abridged
version destroys most, if not all, of the artistic value of its original, and that
the reiterated parts are far from dispensable to the total process of poetic
communication.

The argument in defence of repetition in verbal parallelism can take the
same courscas that in defence of free repetition. Man needs to express him-
sclf superabundantly on matters which affect him deeply. The affinity, in
this case, is not to the ‘spontancous overflow of powerful feelings’, as with
free repetition, but rather to those subterrancan rivers of corporate belicf
and sentiment which find their expression in the iterative procedures of
ritual. The Elizabethan divine Richard Hooker justified the repetitiveness
of church ritual on the ground that the ‘length thereof is a thing which the
gravity and weight of such actions doth require’.? A similar argument
might be advanced on behalf of the prolixity of epic poetry, and, ona very
different scale, in defence of the use of measured verbal repetitions in
poetry. A close analogy with ritual, actually with liturgical language, is
discernible in some of the lengthicr verbal parallelisms of poetry; for ex-
ample, in the dialogue between Lorenzo and Jessica quoted in the previous
section (§s.2.2). Here the alternation of parallel speeches reminds one of
the antiphonal exchanges of church observance, and suggests that the par-
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ticipants are engaged in a litany of love — a ceremonial conjuration of the
great lovers of the past.

Verbal parallelism resembies free verbal repetition in that it is physically
sensible — 1.e. audible to the listener, and visible to the reader. This means
that the parallelism sets up a special relation between expression and con-
tent: the outer form of the message not only expresses underlying mean-
ing, but imitates its structure. That we can actually see and hear the
‘shape’ of the ideas expressed is particularly evident in a pronounced
parallelism, such as that of the Beatitudes:

Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are the meck: for they shall inherit the carth . . .
[Matthew 5]

Even if we have no knowledge of the language being used, we still have, as
it were, a ground-plan of what is being said. To test this, the three verses
quoted above are now quoted as they appear in a translation of the New
Testament into Swahili:*

Wa kheri walio maskini was roho: maana ufalme wa mbinguni ni wao.
Wa kheri wenye huzuni: maana hawo watafarajika.
Wa kheri wenye upole: maana hawo watairithi inchi.

The same alternating pattern of anaphora (a...)(b...)(a...)(b...), etc.
can be detected in both the English and the Swahili translations.

In this sense, verbal parallelism says the same thing twice over: the ex-
pression hammers home the content. To this quality of ‘sound imitating
sense” it owes its declamatory force, the power of emphasis which makes it
a stock device of political oratory and of emotionally heightened language
generally. T think that this quality also explains the annoyance one fecls
when verbal parallelism is overdone —i.e. is used more lavishly than is
justified by the weightiness of the content. Such a feeling tends to arise ina
modern audience when it encounters the heavy-footed Senecan rhetoric of
some Elizabethan tragedies:

He spake me fair, this other gave me strokes:
He promised life, this other threatened death:
He won my love, this other conquered me:
And sooth to say, I yield myself to both.

This ornate passage from Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy [Lii] has neither more nor
less parallelism than the Beatitudes. But it belongs to a relatively common-
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place piece of dialogue, in which the emotions are not strongly engaged,
and is therefore felt to have little artistic justification.

That gratuitous patterning of this kind was felt to be ridiculous even
during the Elizabethan period is suggested by Shakespeare’s parody of
sententious dialogue in the conversations of Nathanicl and Holofernes,
priest and pedant, in Love’s Labour’s Lost:

NATH: I praise God for you sir: your reasons at dinner have been sharp
and sententious; pleasant without scurrility, witty without affection,
audacious without impudency, learned without opinion, and strange
without heresy. I did converse this quondam day with a companion of
the King’s, who is intituled, nominated, or called, Don Adriano de
Armado.

HOLO: Novi hominem tanquam te: his humour is lofty, his discourse per-
emptory, his tongue filed, his eye ambitious, his gait majestical, and
his general behaviour vain, ridiculous, and thrasonical. [V.i]

Nevertheless, in judging such matters, we clearly have to take account of
the different standards of different periods. We live at a time when poetic
heightening for its own sake, i.e. the contrived distancing of poetic lan-
guage from ‘ordinary’ language, tends to be avoided by poets and con-
demned by critics. Our demand for a justification of parallelism is stronger
than that of other ages.

Examples for discussion

Distinguish different types of scheme in the following, with special attention to
verbal repetitions. Consider the importance of schemes in the general appreciation
of each example:

[a] The Lady’s Prudent Answer to her Love
(A reply to the more famous ballad ‘ Come Live with me and be My Love.’)

If all the world and Love were young

And truth in every shepherd’s tongue,

These pretty pleasures might me move,

To live with thee and be thy love.
These pretty pleasures, &c.
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Time drives the flocks from field to fold

When rivers rage and rocks grow cold

And Philomel becometh dumb -

The rest complains of care to come.
And Philomel, &c.

The flowers do fade, and wanton fields
"To wayward winter reckoning yields;
A honey tongue, and heart of gall
Is fancy’s spring, but sorrow’s fall.

A honey tongue, &c.

Thy gowns, thy shoes, thy beds of roscs,
Thy cap, thy kirtle, and thy posies
Soon break, soon wither, soon forgotten,
In folly ripe, in reason rotten.

Soon break, &e.

Thy belt of straw and ivy buds,

Thy coral clasps and amber studs,

All these in me no means can move

To come to thee, and be thy love.
All these, &e.

If youth could last, and love still breed,
Had joys no date, nor age no need,
Then these delights my mind might move
To live with thee and be thy Love.
Then these delights, &c.
[Sir Walter Ralegh]

(4

‘We are the hollow men

‘We are the stuffed men

Leaning together

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas!

OQur dried voices, when

We whisper together

Are quiet and meaningless

As wind in dry grass

Or rats’ feet over broken glass

In our dry cellar

Shape without form, shade without colour,
Paralysed force, gesture without motion;

Those who have crossed
With direct eyes, to death’s other Kingdom

87
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Remember us —if at all - not as lost
Violent souls, but only
As the hollow men
The stuffed men.
[T. S. Eliot, The Hollow Men, i

&
He lifted his head from his drinking, as cattle do,
And looked at me vaguely, as drinking cattle do,
And flickered his two-forked tongue from his lips, and mused a moment,
And stooped and drank a little more,
Being carth-brown, carth-golden from the burning bowels of the earth
On the day of Sicilian July, with Etna smoking.

The voice of my education said to me
He must be killed,
For in Sicily the black, black snakes are innocent, the gold are venomous.

And voices in me said, If you were a man

You would take a stick and break him now, and finish him off.

But I must confess how I liked him,

How glad I was he had come like a guest in quiet, to drink at my water-trough
And depart peaceful, pacified, thankless,

Into the burning bowels of this carth.

Was it cowardice, that I dared not kill him?
Was it perversity, that I longed to talk to him?
Was it humility, to feel so honoured?
I felt so honoured.

[D. H. Lawrence, Snake]

Notes

1 See, for example, the summary of medieval poetic (Geoffrey de Vinsauf) in J. w.
1. ATKINS, English Literary Criticism: The Medieval Phase, Cambridge, 1943, 201-2;
also the figures of repetition listed in 6. puTTENHAM, The Arte of Poesie, ed. . D.
witrcock and A. WALKER, Cambridge, 1936, 198-202.

2 K. WRIGHT, ‘Rhetorical Repetition in T. S. Eliot’, A Review of English Literature,
6.2 (1965), 93—100.

3 R. HOOKER, Ecclesiastical Polity, ed. xesie, Oxford, 1888, ii, 145; quoted in 1. A.
GORDON, The Movement of English Prose, London, 1966, 82.

4 The New Testament translated into Swahili (Zanzibar dialect), British and Forcign
Bible Society, London, 1942.

Six

Patterns of Sound

Phonological schemes, like formal ones, consist either of free repetition or
of parallelism. In view of the limitation to echoic effects announced at the
beginning of the last chapter, I shall concern myself now with patternings
of phonemes (of individual vowels and consonants) rather than with
rhythmic patternings of syllables. The subject of metre is best left to the
next chapter, when we turn to the subject of versification generally.

6.1 SOUND PATTERNS WITHIN SYLLABLES

Let us start with a brief survey of the kinds of paralielism which can
theoretically exist between two syllables.* Recall that the general structural
formula for the English syllable is C>-3V C** ~i.c. 2 cluster of up to three
consonants followed by a vowel nucleus followed by a cluster of up to
four consonants. (For reasons which will become evident in §6.2 it is useful
to say that a syllable which contains no consonants at the beginning or end
has a ‘null’ consonant cluster in that position.) Now, parallelism exists
wherever there is a partial, not full, correspondence between picces of text.
There is no parallelism if all three structural parts of the syllable vary at
once, nor is there if, on the other hand, all three parts stay the same. T his
Jeaves us, on the present level of analysis, the following six possible ways in
which either one or two of the structural parts may vary. (The unvarying
parts are in bold face; C symbolizes a consonant cluster, not a single
consonant):

[a] CVC  great/grow send/sit (‘alliteration")
[b] CVC great/fail send/bell (ASSONANCE)

[(] CVC great/meat send/hand (CONSONANCE)
[d] CVC great/grazed send/sell (REVERSE RHYME)
[c] CVC  great/groat send/sound (PARARHYME)

[flCVC great/bait send/end (‘thyme”)
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The first and last of these types, which are directly complementary to one
another, are also the most important. I have put their labels, ‘thyme” and
‘alliteration” in quotation marks, Because a rather different interpretation
of these words is more usual than the present one (sce §6.2). For the fourth
possibility, I know of no recognized term, and therefore suggest ‘reverse
rhyme’. This type of echo occurs twice in a line of Hopkins already quoted
in Chapter 5: ‘Quelled or quenched in leaves the leaping sun’. The fifth
type, pararhyme, has occasionally been used instead of rhyme as a line-

ending in verse structure, and with particular success by Wilfred
Owen:

It seemed that out of battle I escaped

Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped

Through granites which titanic wars had groined.

Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,

Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.

Then as I probed them, one sprang up, and stared

With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,

Lifting distressful hands as if to bless.

And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall,

By his dead smile I knew we stood in Hell.
[Strange Meeting]

Incidentally, types [a], [b], [¢], and [f] above were all systematically and
regularly used in the medieval Icelandic dréttkvett verse.

We have here looked at parallelisms between syllables on one particular
level, i.e. in terms of the phonemic make-up of the three constituents
CV C; but other kinds of parallelism are possible. Consonant clusters can
be related in terms of partial, not full identity. There is, for example, a
semi-alliteration between good and glad, in that both begin with [g/, al-
though the initial clusters /g/ and /gl are not identical. There is also a semi-
consonance between eyes and bless (the two words which interrupt the
pattern of pararhyme in the above passage from Strange Meeting), because
although the final consonantal sounds are different (viz. /z] and [s/), they
differ in only one particular, in that [z is a voiced consonant like /4], [/,
etc., whereas [s/ is voiceless, like [t/, [k, etc. In other words, there can be
foregrounding of certain classes of sound, such as sibilants, nasals, back
vowels, etc., as well as of individual sounds and sound clusters.
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6.2 SOUND PATTERNS IN RELATION TO STRESS

In the last section I put forward a definition of thyme and allitera;mn bas§d
on the individual syllable. But more commo.nly, thcsc( terms re latc fo t (110
rhythmic measure, i.c., the unit of rhythmic patterning, which extends
from the onset of onc stressed syllable to the onsct of t_hc next (scc. §§4. 3 .I,‘
7.1). In fact, this is always so when rhyme and alliteration arc considered as
features of versification. In the alliterative prosody of Anglo-Saxon poctry,
the alliterations which help to make up the rcquirc.d pattern of Vcrlslc ociur
on stressed syllables only. This is also thc' fom,n allhtc‘ratlon gcncrz;_ i); ta c;
in later poetry, as exemplified by Colcrldg’c s line ‘the furrov.v 0119we
free’ discussed in §4.3.1, and by Shakespeare’s parody of excessive allitera-
tion in A Midsummer Night’s Drean:

Whercat with blide, with bléody blameful blide,
He bravely bréached his béiling bldody bréast.
[V.]

It may be noted incidentally, that the occuri:m‘lcc ofno init‘ial c01lllsolnant in
successive stressed syllables, as in Tennyson’s "Tam the heir o'f all the agesd
(Locksley Hall), is itsclf normally considered a pattern ,Of alhtcranqn}, an
was so considered in Old English alliterative verse. This accords with my
treatment of such syllables as having a “zero’ consonant cluster: i.e. it
counts as a positive correspondence between consonant clu.s.tcm. -

Similarly rhyme, as a basic component of verse form, is a corrlcsp%
dence between rhythmic measures rather than syllablgs. It is truc that 1c—
cause of metrical and other considerations monosyllabxc rllyxl};s arcfm the
majority. But we know well enough that there is the possﬂ;x 1t}i' o 'E‘gzc
syllable (‘feminine’) rhymes, such as 'butter/splutter; even odp? Ysymter—
rhymes like civility|mobility, stationary[inflationary. Thus, to re dc ullc al o
ation and rhyme in their most widely used senses, we ﬁrst:I divide t 12 1}31}' 1
mic measure into two parts: A (the initial consonant cluster) an bl(t he
whole of what follows A, prior to the onset of the next stressed syllable).

ﬁg-[f]/
7 I R A

Alliteration is then the parallelism which consists in keeping A (i:)nStfmt
while B varies, whereas rhyme is the parallelism which consists in keeping
B constant while A4 varies.

N\




92 CHAPTER SIX

It may scem that this account of rthyme and alliteration has been making
heavy weather of what scems, after all, to be a relatively simple matter. I
would claim that, on the contrary, the superficial arbitrariness of the ordin-
ary descriptions of these concepts has been elucidated by showing how they
make sense in terms of the general concept of parallelism. Consider the
rather involved definition of thyme in the Concise Oxford Dictionary: ‘Iden-
tity of sound between words or verse-lines extending from the end to the
last fully accented vowel and not further’. The proviso and not further” is
crucial, for if the identity were extended to the initial consonant cluster
of the stressed syllable, this would no longer be a case of parallelism, but of
one measure completely duplicating another. Various types and degrees of
“imperfect thyme’ have been accepted in English verse - particularly in
light verse, where virtuosity in solving, or roughly solving, difficult prob-
lems of rhyme is a source of entertainment in itself: table/miserable;
scullion[bullion; pretty[bet I; etc. But significantly, the complete identity of
two measures, as in greed/agreed, lavafpalaver, unnerve us[nervous, etc., is not
even accepted as an approximate rhyme according to the conventions of
English verse. Sale/ale and similar examples, on the other hand, count as
rhymes, because ale, according to the point of view put forward here, has
a “null initial consonant cluster, which contrasts positively with the /s/ of
sale.

It should be clear now that alliteration and rhyme in English are not to
be defined with reference to words. When we speak of words rhyming,
what we mean, strictly speaking, is that the final measure of one word
thymes with that of the other. A rhyme need not, of course, be confined
within the boundaries of a single word, as is shown by such examples as
linnetfin it, save you|gave you; nor does an initial consonantal contrast be-
tween words, and correspondence from then on, as in deceive and receive,
guarantee a rhyme. Similarly with alliteration: it is the main stressed
syllable of a word which generally carries the alliteration, not necessarily
its initial syllable. Long alliterates with unlovely in Tennyson’s ‘Here in the
long unlovely street” [In Memoriam, vii].

Another misconception (fostered, in fact, by the name ‘alliteration’) is
that these schemes are based on spelling rather than on pronunciation. In so
far as the spelling system is phonemic, the phonological correspondences
are indeed reflected in writing; but where spelling and pronunciation di-
verge, alliteration and rhyme follow the latter: great thymes with mate,
not with meat; city alliterates with sat, not with cat. If great is put in corre-
spondence with meat in a poem, this counts only as an EYE-RHYME, a cate-
gory of near-rhyme sometimes tolerated as a licence, but not to be con-
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fused with a ‘true thyme’. However, it must be continually borne in mind,
when reading poetry of past centuries, that what is only an eye-rhyme to
us may have been a ‘true rthyme’ to the poet. When Pope, for cxamgle,
rhymes line and join, this is because they were commonly pronounced alike
in his day.

6.3 ‘MUSIC’ IN POETRY

It was suggested earlier that parallelism is the aspect of poetic language
which most obviously relates it to music. If this is so, then surely thg com-~
parison with music is especially applicable to the various parallelisms of
sound we have dealt with in the past two sections. Exactly what a person
means when he says that a piece of poetry is ‘musical’ eludes analysis. But
it is very likely that alliteration, assonance, consonance, and qther sound
echoes play an important part in it. These effects need not be in the fore-
front of attention to be successful: indeed, they are often most successful
when least obtrusive. We see this if we examine a piece of poetry with
good musical qualities, such as the opening part of Coleridge’s Kubla Khan:

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree:

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.

Various observations can be made about the patterning of sound in these
lines, apart from that of its verse structure, whic'h we v'v'ill take for grant'ed.
In the first place, the rhyming word of every line is linked l.ay a_lhtf:ratlon
(of syllables or measures) to one of the words closely preccchflg it: Kub%a
Khan’, ‘dome decrec’, river ran’, ‘measureless to man’, ‘sunless sea’.
Sccondly, there is an internal rthyme (i.c. as opposed to the end—rl_lymes
prescribed by the verse pattern) between pleasure- and measure-, dcspm? the
two-line gap between them. Thirdly, the first line of the poem contains a
symmetrical pattern of assonances on stressed syllables: /x/ /u/ Juf [=. (H?rc
I assume that Khan is pronounced like can, as is required by its thyme with
ran and man; if, on the other hand, it is pronounced with the long back
vowel of car, the pattern is less regular, but can still be stated in terms of thg
sitiilarity, rather than identity of the first and last vowels.) Fourthly, there is
an intermittent consonance of /n/ in the latter half of the extract: ran,
caverns, man, down, sunless. These clinical comments, and others which
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could be made on the same lines, do not amount to an explanation of the
euphony of the-passage; but they-do show that considerable musical artis-
try (conscious or unconscious) may be hidden in poetry which, although
musically satisfying, does not seem to strive after phonological effects.

These auxiliary musical effects, in contrast to the even patterning of
versification, do not generally set up equivalence relationships of the kind
associated with formal parallelism. There is a fitful, disorderly air about
them which associates them with what I have termed ‘free repetition’.
Here, however, ‘free repetition” must be understood rather differently
from the way in which it was applied to formal repetition. In prosody,
there is a hierarchic structure of parallelisms: of metrical feet, lines, and
stanzas, such that a whole poem can be segmented exhaustively into these
units. But occasional effects such as assonance are generally unsystematic,
in that there are irregular gaps between corresponding pieces of sound.
Whereas there is parallelism on the immediate level of the syllable or rhyth-
mic measure, there is no parallclism within a larger context, such that the
text is felt to be divided into equivalent sections. We have noted elsewhere
(§4.3.2) the difficulty of deciding whether a certain repetition is fore-
grounded ornot; but here is an additional way in which schemes ‘shade oft”
into their background: variation in the width of the gap between initial
occurrence and repetition. For example, we may agree in recognizing the
thyme of measure- and pleasure- in the opening lines of Kubla Khan. But
what if these two segments were scparated not just by two lines, but by
three, four, five, ten lines, etc.? Would a rhyme still be felt to exist?

If we pursue this line of thought a little further, we come to view free
sound repetition in terms of deviations from an assumed norm of frequen-
cies of phonemes and phoneme combinations. In Dylan Thomas’s short
poem ThisBread I Break (Examples for Discussion 3 [b]below, pp. 101-2)2all
but five of a hundred words are monosyllabic. This exceptional density of
monosyllables goes with an exceptional density of consonants, since mono-
syllables tend to have a high proportion of consonants to vowels. Conse-
quently, the poem has a rather slow-moving, consonant-congested move-
ment. Combined with this general density of consonants, is a particular
density of plosive consonants (otherwise called ‘stop consonants’), i.e.
Iels It], [/, [b/], |d], or jg/, in final consonant clusters. In fact, over half of
the stressed vowels in the poem are followed by post-vocalic plosives:
bread, break, oat, drink, snap, etc. Plosives are those consonants articulated by
a sudden damming up and sudden release of the stream of air from the
lungs. Thus to the general bunching of consonants they add a particular
texture of sound: a pervasive abruptness; a flinty, unyielding hardness.
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This is probably the opposite of the kind of effect usually evoked by the
phrase  the music of poetry’, but there is no reason why we should rescrve
the term ‘musical’ for the sonority of Milton or the mellifluence of Tenny-
son. After all, music is Stravinsky and Schoenberg, as well as Beethoven

and Brahms.

6.4. THE INTERPRETATION OF SOUND PATTERNS

The question of what and how a sound pattern communicates is one of the
most mysterious aspects of literary appreciation. First, let us accept that to
a great extent, the ‘music’ of phonological schemes, however difficult that
quality may be to analyse, isitsown justification. One does not feel cheated
because the alliterations of ‘measureless to man’, ‘sunless sea’, etc. do not
seem to have any external significance — for example, any imitative effect.
On the other hand, there are ways in which external considerations may
add point to the patterning of sound, and two of them are now to be con-
sidered: ‘chiming’ and onomatopocia.

6.4.1 ‘Chiming’

The alliteration of ‘mice and men’, discussed in §4.3.4, is an example of
‘chiming’, the device of (in Empson’s words) connecting ‘two words by
similarity of sound so that you are made to think of their possible connec-
tions”.3 Here are three Shakespearean examples of such a phonetic bond
between words: an alliterative bond in the first case, and one of pararhyme
in the second and third:

So foul and fair a day I have not seen
[Macbeth, Liii]
(Macbeth’s first words in the play, echoing the portentous ‘Fair is foul and
foul is fair” of the three witches.)

Big Mars seems bankrupt in their beggar’d host
[Henry V, 1V ii]
(A French Lord’s contemptuous description of the English army on the
morning of Agincourt.)

What thou wouldst highly,

That wouldst thou holily
[Macbeth, 1.v]
(Lady Macbeth on her husband.)
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1 leave it to the reader to consider the implications of these connections. It
is \fvc.)rthwhile pointing out, however, that the phonological bond is most
striking when, as in these cases, it is between words which are grammati-
cally paired but which contrast in reference and in associations.g

6.4.2 Onomatopoeia

A very different kind of reinforcement takes the form of a resemblance
between what a piece of language sounds like, and what it refers to. This is
ONOMATOPOEIA, in a broad sense of that often loosely used word.

As thff imitative aspect of language is often misunderstood, it is best to
bcg_m with some elementary remarks about it. Firstly, contrary to popular
feelings about words, the relation between sound and reference is arbi-
trary: t.hcre is no necessary similarity between these two facets of language
There is nothing essentially ‘doggy’ about the sound of the word dog. nor
is the're anything ‘piggy’ about the sound /pig/, although our habitual
.assocmtion of the sound with the animal may persuade us that there is. This
is co.nﬁrmcd by the lack of phonetic resemblance between different words
hav.mg the same reference — for example, between these two words and
their French equivalents chien and cochon. Secondly, it is true that a com-
paratively small number of words, in English as in other languages, are
onomatopoeic: buzz, clatter, whisper, cuckoo, etc. But even in these c,ases
the correlation between sound and reference is only partial and indirect:
although English whisper and French chuchoter are both felt to be onomato-
poeic, there is scarcely any phonetic likeness between them.

In poetry, as we have noted, people tend to be on the look-out for rein-
ff)rcements for schematic patterns. They are therefore sensitive to sugges-
tive qualities of sound which pass unnoticed in other kinds of discourse
How?vcr, a configuration of sounds suggests a particular type of refercncé
only if that reference is in any case invoked by the meaning. John Crowe
Ransom has a witty illustration of this point:* only two slight changes of
pron.unciation, he notes, can turn Tennyson’s evocative phrase ‘the mur-
muring of innumerable bees’ [ The Princess, VII] into ‘the murdering of in~
mfmerablc beeves’ — a phrase from which the pleasant suggestion of hum-
ming on a sultry summer afternoon is utterly banished.

‘ What seems to me the correct perspective with regard to onomatopocia
is provided with admirable clarity by Shapiro and Beum in A Prosod
Handbook® : !

In the first place, certain sounds — the voiceless s, for example — possess a

E

s
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range of potential suggestibility, rather than a fixed or single capability.
Thus a prominence of ss is capable of suggesting certain classes of sounds
(rustling, hissing, sighing, whispering) but not other classes (booing,
humming, hammering, or groaning).

In the second place, this power of suggesting natural sounds or other
qualities is relatively weak — too weak to operate unsupported by mean-
ing — and because of its range, is only latent. The semantic content of
words has to activate and focus this imitative potential. If the semantic
content does not do this, then the collocations of sounds are in most

cases neutral.

6.4.3 Varieties of Onomatopoeia

‘Onomatopoeia’ can be understood in a number of different ways.® In its
narrowest and most literal sense, it refers to the purely mimetic power of
language — its ability to imitate other (mostly non-linguistic) sounds. In
the opening lines of Spenser’s Prothalamion, the italicized sibilants repre-
sent, in this literal way, the sound of the wind:

Calm was the day, and through the trembling air
Sweet-breathing Zephyrus did softly play.

Like /s and [z/, the sighing of the wind is a fricative sound, produced by
the passage of air through gaps or past obstructions; there is consequently a
resemblance on a fundamental physical level. An example of a similarkind

is Keats’s line:
Thou watchest the last 0ozings hours by hours

where the consonances of st/ and [z/are perhaps felt to mimic the sound of
apples being squeezed in the cider-press -2 kind of prolonged squishiness.

But on a wider and rather more abstract interpretation, the phonological
patterns of these two examples can be taken to represent not just the sound
of what they describe, but the activity asa whole. The connection is made
not via the ear alone, but through the little understood pathways of em-
pathy and synaesthesia. Spenser’s sibilants depict the wind by providing a
phonetic correlate of its continuing, fluctuating motion: something we can
feel and see (for example, in the fluttering of leaves on a tree), as well as
hear. Similarly, Keats’s line dwells not just on the sound of squashing, but
on the general idea of squashing — the slow application of pressure to pulpy,
crushable matter. The tactile element of this is perhaps more important
than its auditory element. A very different effect, for which a similar
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explanation may be offered, is the pervading ‘brittleness” of sound, dis-
cussed in §6.3 above, of Dylan Thomas’s “ This Bread I Break’ (Examples for
Discussion 3[b] below). The sudden cut-off effect of the post-vocalic plosives
echoes the theme of ‘breaking” which runs through the poem, and which
is manifest in the four-times repeated item break/broke itsclf, and in the final
word snap. Although this relationship might be put on a purely mimetic
level, as an imitation of the actual sound made when a hard object is
broken, in fact the more abstract property of abruptness, which might be
perceived in terms of any of the five senses, is most relevant to the analogy.
In.cases like these, we may say (adapting Mrs Nowottny’s phrase) that the
sound ‘enacts the sense’,” rather than merely echoes it.

On a third, even more abstract and mysterious plane of suggestion,
onomatopocic effects are attributable to the general ‘colour’ of sounds on
such dimensions ‘hardness’/softness’, ‘thinness’/‘sonority’.® Although
judgment of whether a sound is ‘hard’ or ‘soft’, etc. is ultir;mtely subject-
ive, it scems that there is enough general agreement on such associations
to form the basis of a general system or ‘language’ of sound symbolism.
Moreover, this language is apparently common to different literatures.
The association between the consonant /1/ and the impression of ‘softness’,
for instance, has been traced in the poetry of several languages by Ull-
mann,® who cites the following lines by Keats as an English example:

Wild thyme and valley-lilies whiter still
Than Leda’s love, and cresses from the rill.
[Endymion, 1]

It is, in fact, possible to list classes of English consonants impressionistically
on a scale of increasing hardness:

1. liquids and nasals: [/, [t/, [n/, [n/ (as in ‘thing’).

2. fricatives and aspirates: [v/, [0/ (as in ‘there’), [f], [s], etc.
3. affricates: /tf/ (as in *church’), [/ (as in ‘judge’).

4 plosives: Jb/, /d], g/, Ipl, ¢, K-

Such a scale helps us to see why the opening of Tennyson’s (Enone ushers
in the image of a bland, idyllic landscape:

There lies a vale in Ida, lovelier
Than all the valleys of Inoian hills.*®

All the consonants of these lines, with the exception of the /d/ of Ida, belong
< ’

to the ‘soft” end of the scale. Moreover, every single consonant is 2 mem-

ber of the voiced, rather than voiceless category: voiced consonants (/v/,
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/8], 2], etc.) have a more relaxed articulation than their voiceless counter-
parts (/f], [8/, [s], etc.), and so the presence of voice is another factor which
tends to suggest softness. The same applies to the placing of plosives be-
tween vowels, as in Ida, where the d is less vigorously articulated than it
would have been if the name had been ‘Dia’. The peculiar richness of
sound texture in the passage comes out of the interlacing of several kinds of
phonological repetition: the repetition of [}, of [v/, of [n], and of the
diphthong /ai/ in lies, Ida, and Ionian.

This can be compared with another Tennysonian example, contrasting
in subject matter, but rather similar in onomatopoeic effect:

So all day long the noise of battle rolled
[ The Passing of Arthur]

The verb rolled here signifies a deep, booming noise, as of the rolling of a
drum or the rumbling of distant thunder; and this interpretation is rein-
forced onomatopocically, by the muffled, booming sound of the line. The
connection is difficult to trace in terms of plain mimicry, but can be estab-
lished on the more abstract level of sound symbolism, where we note the
prominence of ‘soft’ consonants and ‘sonorous’ vowels. ‘Sonority’ may
be associated with the two vowel features of openness and backness, especi-
ally in combination; i.e. it is, subjectively speaking, a quality of vowels
which tend to be pronounced with a wide passage between the tongue and
the roof of the mouth, and with the back of the tongue higher than the
front. The ‘sonorous’ vowels are those which tend to be written with an o
or an a (although English spelling is not a reliable guide on this point): in
Tennyson’s line, the vowels of all, and long, and the opening parts of the
diphthongs of so, noise, and rolled all fit into this category. As for ‘softness’,
we may observe that all the consonants of the line, with the exception of
the initial /s/ and the Jt/ of battle, are voiced; and that the liquid and
nasal consonants /l/, /y/, /n/, and [t/ are more numerous than any other
kind.

The theme of ‘sound enacting sense’ can be extended to other fields
apart from phonemic repetition. It is well known, for instance, that metre
can be used mimetically, to suggest sluggish movement, galloping, etc. In
his book Articulate Energy,'* Donald Davie also makes us aware of various
ways in which the syntax of a poem may enact, dramatize, or otherwise
symbolically represent its content. The imitative function of language is
not restricted to phonology, therefore, but belongs to the apparatus of ex-
pression as a whole. Poems may even be visually emblematic of their con-
tent, as is George Herbert's Easter Wings, each stanza of which in print
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actually has the shape of a pair of wings. To pursue this theme any further,
however, is beyond the purpose of this chapter.

We may conclude this discussion of onomatopoeia with a warning: it is
casy to yield to the vague suggestiveness of sounds, and to write enthusi-
astically, if loosely, about ‘joyful peals of labials and liquids’, ‘ the splendid
gloom of repeated [ufs’, “the pastoral charm of the [a/s and Jo/s’, etc. Such
remarks, whatever their value in recording the subjective impressions of
the writer, must not be confused with well-based appeals to linguistic evi-
dence. All too often imaginative reactions to the meanings of words are
projected on to the sounds of which they are composed. We must be care-
ful, therefore, to distinguish between the generally agreed symbolic range
of a sound, and its associative value as apprehended by a particular reader
in a particular linguistic context.

Examples for discussion

1. Identify and classify patterns of sound repetition [q] in the “The Lady’s Prudent
Answer to her Love’ (Examples for Discussion, Chapter s, pp. 86-7); and [b] in
the following pocm. What, if any, is the artistic justification for these schemes?

Bird of the bitter bright grey golden morn
Scarce risen upon the dusk of dolorous years,
First of us all and sweetest singer born
‘Whose far shrill note the world of new men hears
Cleave the cold shuddering shade as twilight clears;
When song new-born put off the old world’s attire
And felt its tune on her changed lips expire,
‘Writ foremost on the roll of them that came
Fresh girt for service of the latter lyre,
Villon, our sad bad glad mad brother’s name!
[From Swinburne, A Ballad of Frangois Villon)
2. Examine the following pieces of poctry in the light of the view (expounded in

§6.3) that patterns of sound repetition (alliteration, assonance, etc.) play an impor-
tant part in the cuphony, or musical quality of poetry:

[a]
Thus with the year
Seasons return; but not to me returns
Day, or the sweet approach of ev’n or morn,
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Or sight of vernal bloom, or summer's rose,
Or flocks, or herds, or human face divine.
[Paradise Lost, 11}

[b] Song

A widow bird sate mourning for her love
Upon a wintry bough;

The frozen wind crept on above,
The freezing stream below.

There was no leaf upon the forest bare,
No flower upon the ground,
And little motion in the air
Except the mill-wheel's sound.
[Shelley, Charles The First]

[4] Bantams in Pine Woods

Chieftain Iffucan of Azcan in caftan
Of tan with henna hackles halt!

Damned universal cock, as if the sun
Was blackamoor to bear your blazing tail.

Fat! Fat! Fat! Fat! I am the personal.
Your world is you. I am my world.

You ten-foot poet among inchlings. Fat!
Begone! An inchling bristles in these pines,

Bristles, and points their Appalachian tangs,
And fears not portly Azcan nor his hoos.
[Wallace Stevens]

(4] This Bread I Break

This bread I break was once the oat,

This wine upon a foreign tree

Plunged in its fruit;

Man in the day or wind at night

Laid the crops low, broke the grape’s joy.

Once in this wind the summer blood
Knocked in the flesh that decked the vine,
Once in this bread

The oat was merry in the wind;

Man broke the sun, pulled the wind down.

101

3. Discuss the nature and artistic function of phonological and formal schemes in
these two poems, placing them within the total interpretation of each:
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This flesh you break, this blood you let

Make desolation in the vein,

Were oat and grape

Born of the sensual root and sap;

My wine you drink, my bread you snap.
[Dylan Thomas]

Notes
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2 See G. N. LEECH, ‘*“This Bread 1 Break”: Language and Interpretation’, in A Re-
view of English Literature, 6.2 (1965), 66~75.
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Metre

Prosody (the study of versification) is an area which, like grammar and
rhetoric, has suffered from scholars’ disillusionment with traditional theory,
and their failure to replace it with an agreed alternative. Harvey Gross is a
spokesman of current perplexity on this subject when he says at the begin-
ning of his book Sound and Form in Modern Poetry: ‘The prosodist attempt-
ing the hazards of modern poetry finds his way blocked by the beasts of
confusion. Like Dante he wavers at the very outset of his journey. He finds
four beasts: no general agreement on what prosody means and what subject
matter properly belongs to it; no apparent dominant metrical convention
such as obtained in the centuries previous to this one; no accepted theory
about how prosody functions in a poem; and no critical agreement about
the scansion of the English meters.’? Certainly matters are not so clear-cut
as they were when the rules of Latin scansion were religiously applied to
English verse, on the mistaken assumption that the accentual rhythm of
English could be handled in the same terms as the quantitative rhythm of
Latin. This is an age which has learnt to question official dogmas rather
than to accept them - in the case of prosody, with good reason. And yet
out of the doubt of recent years there has emerged a certain amount of
agrecment on the nature of verse structure.

7.1 RHYTHM AND METRE

It has become widely accepted, for instance, that versification is a question
of the interplay between two planes of structure: the ideally regular, quasi-
mathematical pattern called METRE, and the actual rhythm the language
insists on, sometimes called the ‘Prose ruyTEM’.2 The difference between
the two, as imaginatively felt by the poet himself, is expressed by W. B.
Yeats (A General Introduction for my Work) as follows: ‘If I repeat the first
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line of Paradise Lost so as to emphasize its five feet, I am among the folk~
singers - “Of mén’s first disobédience 4nd the friit”, but speak it as I
should T cross it with another emphasis, that of passionate prose - “Of
min’s first disobédience and the friit”; . . . the folk song is still there, buta
ghostly voice, an unvariable possibility, an unconscious norm.” Actually,
Yeats is not comparing ‘prose thythm’ with metre directly in this passage,
but rather with a type of rendition ~ that of the folk-singer — which repro-
duces the metrical regularity at the expense of ‘prose rhythm’. However,
there is no better way of describing the metrical pattern than by the image
of a ‘ghostly voice’ in the background.

A third factor is sometimes distinguished: that of the PERFORMANCE of a
particular recitation. This is clearly extraneous to the poem, for the poem is
what is given on the printed page, in abstraction from any special inflec-
tions, modulations, etc., which a performer might read into it, just as the
play Hamlet exists independently of actual performances and actual
theatrical productions.® But performance is related to ‘prose rhythm’ in
the following way. ‘Prose thythm’ is not any one particular way of saying
a piece of poetry, but rather the potentiality of performance according to
the rules of English rhythm. Two different Mark Antony’s might render
the line ‘If yéu have téars, prepére to shéd them néw’ either as just marked,
or with a different placing on the first stress thus: “If you have téars, pre-
pare to shéd them néw’. Either would be permissible according to the rules
of normal English pronunciation. Thus performance may be regarded as a
particular choice from the aggregate of possible pronunciations in keeping
with the normal rhythm of spoken English.

The distinction between metre and rhythm (the qualification of ‘prose
rhythm’ is unnecessary, and perhaps misleading) suggests a clear strategy
for investigating the pattern of English verse. According to the principle
*divide and rule’, we may consider in turn [4] the rhythm of English
speech, [b] the metrics of English verse tradition, and [c] the relation be-
tween the two. We also need to examine the relation between verse form
and other aspects of linguistic structure. Naturally one chapter devoted to
such a large area of study can only deal with cach topic in brief outline:
metrics is a complicated subject which has filled many volumes.

7.2 THE RHYTHM OF ENGLISH

Underlying any talk of ‘thythm’ is the notion of a regular periodic beat;
and the very fact that we apply this term to language means that some
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analogy is drawn between a property of language, and the ticking of a
clock, the beat of a heart, the step of a walker, and other regularly re-
current happenings in time. In phonological discussion, the grandiose term
150cHRONISM (‘equal-time-ness’) is attached to this simple principle. To
attribute the isochronic principle to a language is to suppose that on some
level of analysis, an utterance in that language can be split into segments
which are in some sense of equal duration. In certain languages, such as
French, this segment is the syllable. In others, such as English, it is a unit
which is usually larger than the syllable, and which contains one stressed
syllable, marking the recurrent beat, and optionally, a number of unstressed
syllables. This is the unit that I have previously called the (thythmic) mea-
sure. Thus English and French are representatives of two classes of lan-
guage, the ‘stress-timed’ and the ‘syllable-timed” respectively.*

1 have emphasized the qualification *in some sense of equal duration’, be-
cause the rhythm of language is not isochronic in terms of crude physical
measurement. Rather, the cquality is psychological, and lies in the way in
which the ear interprets the recurrence of stress in connected speech. Here
there is a helpful analogy between specch and music. A piece of music is
never performed in public with the mechanical rhythm of the metronome,
and yet despite various variations in tempo, some obvious and deliberate,
some scarcely perceptible, thythmicality is still felt to be a basic principle
of the music and its performance. The gap between strict metronomic
rhythm and loose ‘psychological” thythm also exists in language, where
there are even more factors to interfere with the ideal of isochronism. For
example, the duration of the measure (corresponding to the musical bar)
tends to be squashed or stretched according to the number of unstressed
syllables that are inserted between one stress and the next, and according
to the complexity of those syllables. In this, a speaker of English is rather
like a would-be virtuoso who slows down when he comes to difficult,
fast-moving passages of semi-quavers, and accelerates on reaching easy
successions of crochets and minims. Although some people reject the
principle of isochronism because of the lack of objective support forit, I
shall treat it here as a reasonabie postulate without which a meaningful
analysis of thythm cannot be made. What we call ‘stress’, by the way,.can—
not be merely reduced to the single physical factor of loudness: pitch and
length also have a part to play. Stress is an abstract, linguistic concept, not
a purely acoustic one.



106 CHAPTER SEVEN

7.2.1 The Measure: the Unit of Rhythm

As the rhythm of English is based on a roughly equal lapse of time between
one stressed syllable and another, it is convenient, taking the comparison
with music further, to think of an utterance as divided ixolto ‘bars’ or (as I
have already called them) MEASURES, each of which begins with a stressed
syllable, corresponding to the musical downbeat. A number of unstressed
syllables, varying from nil to about four, can occur between one stressed
syllable and the next, and the duration of any individual syllable depends
largely upon the number of other syllables in the same measure. If we
assign the value of a crochet to cach measure, then a measure of three
syllables can be approximately represented by a triplet of quavers, a mea-
surc of four syllables by four semi-quavers, etc. This method of rl;ythmic
analysis,® which is not to be considered a method of ‘scansion’ as usually
understood, is illustrated in these two passages of thythmically free poetry:

q]

J ' 7
strand, {swiy of the
‘ 2
S| d
Lord of |living and|d&ad

[Hopkins, The Wreck of the Deutschland)
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World’s

J

-
séa,

5]

-vh'ﬂ

1 would|sée them

Pararar
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mother and my

Sooe|d s

méeting in the| garden’s

32

Jda v
< .

sister

.

-
quiet

[Henry Reed, Chrysothemis)

Thc_:sc notations give only one possible rendering of each line, the one
which seems most natural to me in a fairly slow delivery. (All examples of

rhythmic analysis in this chapter show only one of the possible perfor-
mances of the lines in question.)
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7.2.2 Which Syllables are Stressed?

To analyse a passage into measures in this way, we need to be able to judge
which syllables are normally stressed. Although there are plenty of excep-
tions, it is a useful general rule that proper nouns and lexical words (most
nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs) bear stress in connected speech,
whereas grammatical words (prepositions, auxiliarics, articles, pronouns,
etc.), particularly monosyllabic grammatical words, usually do not. In
reading aloud the sentence ‘John is the manager’, we scarcely have any
choice about where to place the stresses: they fall naturally in two places -
viz. on John and the first syllable of manager. The rhythm is therefore
Jij l ;fj Now if the sentence is rearranged to read “The manager is
John’, the stresses still fall on manager and John, but the thythm is radically
changed to something like J}| ,Ffﬁ\ J. In cach case, the grammatical words
isand the remain unstressed. Thus the placing of stress in English is strongly
conditioned, though not absolutely determined, by grammar and lexicon.

Some polysyllabic lexical words, like trépiddtion and cbunterféiter, have
two stresses; and if the word is uttered in isolation or at the end of a sen-
tence, one of these stresses takes precedence over the other in bearing the
nucleus of the intonation pattern: trépipAtion, cOUNterféiter. In certain
treatments of the subject, this extra prominence is described as an extra
degree of stress. However, for the purpose of metrics, we can ignore it,
and be content to regard trepidation and counterfeiter as thythmically alike.

Words which normally have no stress can be stressed for some special
purpose; to my knowledge, Hopkins is the only major English poet to
mark special stresses in his text; for example ‘ Yes I cén tell such a key’ (The
Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo). Elsewhere, one generally refrains from
reading into a poem unusual stresses of this kind, unless the context cleatly
demands it.

The system of musical notation as so far developed gives only a rough
picture of the rhythmic values of syllables. It is possible to add various re-
finements, of which two are considered in the following two sections.

7.2.3 Pauses

In music, pauses are marked by rests of various lengths (.3 y ¥ etc.), and
it is easy to adapt this notation to the purpose of recording rhythmic values
in poetry. Pauses are often felt necessary at the end of larger syntactic units
- sentences, clauses, and some phrases — in fact, at the boundaries of intona-
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tion units. Allowance must be made both for pauses in the middle or at the
end of a measure, and for pauses at the beginning of a measure, standing in
place of a stressed syllable. Such “silent stresses” (A ) can occur within a line

of poctry, at a point where the traditional prosodist would mark a
caesura:§

2 2

JJdd|Jd v

Eyeless in |Gaza A at the

J 4

mill with

J

-
slaves

[Milton, Samson Agonistes]

2
NSNS0
A |thing of |beauty |A is a |jdy for jéver

[Keats, Endysmion, 1]

Because it preserves the five-stress pattern of the pentameter, this reading
is probably to be preferred to one in which the pause is omitted, and the
number of stresses reduced to four: ‘Eyelessin Géza at the mill with slives’.

7.2.4 Syllable Length

Itis clear from examples given so far that syllables within the same measure
do not all have to have the same length. In writing a three-syllable measure
J 79 3, for instance, we may slightly misrepresent a rhythm which is closer
to J. g4 or J 7. (In symbolizing three-syllable measures, I shall omit
the triplet-sign from now on.) Ezra Pound notes in his A.B.C. of Reading
that syllables have ‘original weights and durations’, as well as ‘weightsand
durations that seem naturally imposed on them by other syllable groups
around them’.” We may translate this observation into terms suitable for
the present discussion as follows: one syllable may be longer than another
[a] because it is in a measure containing fewer syllables, or [b] because of its
internal structure in terms of vowels and consonants. Some vowel nuclei,
including all diphthongs, tend to be long (as in bite, bait, beat, bought) where-
as others tend to be short (bit, bet, bat, but). Moreover, the type of final
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consonant influences the length of the vowel: beat is shorter than bead, bead
than bees, etc. If there is more than one final consonant, this again contri-
butes to the length of the syllable: bend is longer, in relative terms, than bed
or Ben. All these factors show that syllables vary in intrinsic length, as well
as in the length imposed on them by the rhythmic beat. The duration of a
measure is not equally divided, therefore, but is apportioned amongst its
syllables according to their relative weights. Consider, for example, the
rhythmic difference between the words boldly, second, and comfort, when
spoken in isolation (each constituting a complete mcasure). The propor-
tional lengths of the syllables can be represented, with tolerable accuracy,
as J & JJ, and JJ, that is, as long+short, short+long, and equal+
cqual.®

Syntax, too, has an important bearing on syllable quantity. It scems to
be a general principle that an unstressed syllable is especially short if it more
closely relates, in syntax, to the stressed syllable following it. This means
that unstressed prefixes, and words like the, a and is, tend to be pronounced
quickly in comparison with unstressed suffixes. We may call the syntacti-
cally forward-looking unstressed syllables ‘leading syllables’, and the back-
ward-looking syllables ‘trailing syllables’.

A convincing illustration of this contrast is found in the two phrases
‘some addresses’ and ‘summer dresses’,® which are identical in pronuncia-
tion except for a difference of rhythm, in slow delivery at least, due to the
different position of the word-boundary. The a- of addresses is a leading
syllable, whereas the ~er of summer is a trailing syllable; for this reason the
first two syllables of ‘some addresses” are long-+ short, whereas those of
‘summer dresses’ are equal+ equal.

Some nursery rhymes, because of their extreme mechanical regularity of
rhythm, are useful as illustrations of the metrical effect of syntax?®:

Béys and girls come Sut to pldy,

’ Id ’
The mdon doth shine as bright as ddy.

As shown by the slur lines, each unstressed syllable in this couplet is syn-
tactically grouped with the following, not the preceding stress. Each un-
stressed syllable, therefore, is a ‘leading’ syllable, and recitation naturally
follows the jerky long+ short rhythm of (1):

w 4 8T T
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‘Peter Peter pumpkin-cater” on the other hand has only trailing syllables,
and illustrates the cven rhythm of (2).

Such obvious repetitions of the same rhythmic pattern are rarely found
in scrious poetry, where subtler effects are obtained from the various
possibilitics of slight rhythmic variation. However, it is interesting to sce
how the movement of the following brief elegy hinges on a contrast be-
tween the rhythms illustrated by (1) and (2):

Undernéath this sible héarse Jdld &1Jad
Lies the sabject of 4ll vérse: dd|ddald |4
Sydney’s sister, Pémbroke’s mother: o o | d o |d 9 |d o
Déath, cre théu hast sléin anéther, o o |4 o |d o |d o
Fiir and liar'd, and good s b, o o |4 & 1d J |4
Time shall theéw a dircacchée. o o |o o |d o |4

[attrib. William Browne, Elegy on the Countess of Pembroke ]

Winifred Nowottny, in her detailed analysis of this poem,* observes that
for all its apparent simplicity, it generates a remarkable intensity of fecling;;
a power which ‘comes from the sudden reversal of attitude that occurs at
the word “Death”, the violent explosion of life, passion, compliment, and
affirmation’. She also notes the importance of the rhythm in achieving this
effect; how the turning point at the beginning of the fourth line is marked
by a change in rhythmic movement, asif the poet were fighting against the
weight of the tomb, as expressed by the solemn elegiac movement of the
first three lines.

This rhythmic volte-face, on examination, proves to be a change from
the predominance of trailing syllables in the first three lines (particularly of
the third line, which has the exact rhythm of (2) on Page 109) to a virtual
monopoly of leading syllables in the last three lines. In terms of cffect,
it is a change from the smooth funereal ‘slow-march’ of the first half
to the jerky, animated rhythm of the second half of the poem.

Whilst the time factor is relatively constant from one measure to the
next, we see that latitude in the length of syllables within the measure pro-
vides scope for the poct to enrich the emotive range of his poetry.
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73 METRE AND THE LINE OF VERSE

The kind of metre which has dominated English prosody for the past six
centuries is strictly known as ‘accentual syllabic’; that is, it is a pattern of
regularity both in the number of syllables and in the number of stresses. It
is to be distinguished from the purcly ‘accentual metre” of Anglo-Saxon
poetry, in which the number of syllables, but not the number of accents
per line, is variable; and also from the purely ‘syllabic metre” of (say)
French verse, in which the number of syllables per line is constant, but not
the number of accents.

7.3.1 English Metre as Rhythmic Parallelism

Stripped of all subtleties, conventional English metre is nothing more than
thythmic parallelism: a patterning of the succession of stressed and un-
stressed syllables with greater regularity than is necessary for spoken Eng-
lish in general. (Notice that this is parallelism, not complete repetition,
because although the rhythm is repeated, the actual sounds, of course, are
not.) One type of metrical parallelism consists in the strict alternation of
stressed and unstressed syllables, as in these last two lines of Milton’s
L’ Allegro:

I IV N R

/
f thou canst | give,

I PR

4 b ’ / X ’
Mirth, with |thee mean to live.

We can go further, and point out that English verse is a hicrarchical edifice
of parallelisms, of which parallel segments of rhythm are the building
bricks. The patterns of rhythm organize themselves into lines, which in
turn enter into further structures of parallelism : couplets, stanzas, etc. Verse
form, with its layers of structure, imitates the hierarchical organization of
language itself into units of phonology, of grammar, etc. The difference
between them, obviously enough, is that the constraints of verse form are
adopted by the poet of his own free will, as a matter of convention, where-
as the unit-by-unit grammatical and phonological organization of English
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is inescapable and unalterable, except by abandonment of the language it~
self as a system of communication.

If for the moment we consider the measure to be the basic unit of metri-
cal parallelism, as distinct from the ‘foot’ of traditional scansion, we may
set up four general types of metre, based on measures consisting respect-
ively of one, two, three, and four syllables:

fig.1gl

/ / /7 /

One syllable: One year floods rose

/X /X /X _
Two syllables: Mirth with thee 1 mean to live

/S X X /s X X /s X X /
Three syllables: | La- dy-bird, | La- dy- bird, fiy a-way home

/X X, X IXX X /X X X /
Four syllables: female of the | species is more deadly than the | male

In theory, it would also be possible to construct a line of verse in which
each measure contained five syllables, but I am not aware that such a metre
has ever been seriously attempted. Even the first and last of the above four
types are unusual, simply because one-syllable and four-syllable measures
are less common in connected speech than those with two or three syllables,
so that it is difficult to sustain such patterns for long. The disyllabic and tri-
syllabic metres are by far the most common, and are the only types which
traditional English prosody gencrally acknowledges. Notice how the im-
pression of speed increases with the number of syllables per measure. Tri-
syllabic metres are commonly thought lively and suitable for light-hearted
subjects. The four-syllabic ‘ponic’ metre favoured by Kipling calls for a
brisk, cantering tempo of recitation. It is scarcely conceivable that such a
metre would be chosen for a solemn poem on (say) a religious subject.

7.3.2 The ‘Foot’ of Traditional Prosody

It is clear that the measure, which (like the bar in music) invariably begins
with an accent, is not to be confused with the FooT of traditional prosody,
which may begin either with a stressed or unstressed syllable. The main
types of foot generally allowed to play a significant part in English verse

are:
1IAMB X 7/ ANAPAEST X X /

TROCHEE / X DACTYL /s X X

The “foot” is actually the unit or span of stressed and unstressed syllables
which is repeated to forma metrical pattern. This may or may not coincide
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with the measure, or unit of thythm. In a regular iambic pentameter, the
basic repeated pattern of syllables is the sequence x , or the jambic foot:

The | ploughman l homeward I plods his I weary | way
|>< . /1 ! X /| P< /l !X /l |>< /t

Here the measures, separated by vertical lines, are clearly distinguishable
from the feet, marked by horizontal brackets. In a regular trochaic penta-
meter, on the other hand, the feet and measures coincide:

|/ x|/ x|/ x|/ x|/ X]|

However, it is a notorious failing of traditional prosody that the distinction
between rising rhythm’ (iambs, anapaests) and *falling rhythm’ (trochees,
dactyls) cannot be reasonably drawn when both the initial and final syllable
of a line are stressed, or when both are unstressed:

1)/ X7/ X/ X/ X/
@ X/ X/ X/ X/ XX

Both these types of pattern, which are extremely common in English
poetry, could be scanned equally well in terms of iambic or trochaic metre.
Analysing into measures, we know there is only one way of distributing
the bar-lines: namely, by placing one before cach stressed syllable. But
analysing into feet, we have to commit outselves arbitrarily in favour of
iambs or trochees.

The measure is therefore a more reliable concept than the foot in English
prosody. The importance of the foot lies mainly in its historical position in
the body of theory which poets through the centuries have learnt, and have
more or less consciously applied in their poetry. This theoretical apparatus
originated in a misapplication of classical metrics to the rhythm of English,
and there is reason to feel that despite its longstanding hold over English
versification, it has never become fully assimilated. When we turn away
from the learned tradition, towards the ‘folk prosody’ of nursery rhymes
and popular songs, the metrical foot becomes a patently unsuitable tool of
analysis. Harvey Gross uses the example of Old Mother Hubbard in this con-
nection?:

Old Mother Hubbard |7 x x| 7 x

Went to the cupboard |7 x x| 7 %

To give her poor doggy abone. X |/ X x|/ X X |/] A
When she got there 7 x x|

The cupboard was bare X |/ x x|/

And so the poor doggy had none. X |/ X x|/ X X |/| A
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The important metrical fact about this thyme is that it is written in three-
time throughout, all measures internal to a line having three syllables. But
operating with traditional feet, one would feel obliged to scan lines 1, 2,
and 4 in terms of ‘falling rhythm’ (dactyls and trochees) and lines 3, 5, and
6 in terms of ‘rising rhythm’ (iambs and anapaests), and thus obscure the
regularity of the pattern. Here, and in countless other cascs, traditional
scansion forces one to over-analyse, by introducing distinctions which are
irrelevant to the metre.

7.3.3 The Line of Verse

To live up to its label ‘accentual-syllabic’, conventional English verse has
to be capable of division not only into regular numbers of unstressed
syllables per stressed syllable, but into regular numbers of stresses or accents
per line. This second layer of analysis is acknowledged in the designations
MONOMETER, DIMETER, TRIMETER, TETRAMETER, PENTAMETER, HEXAMETER,
for lines containing one to six stresses respectively.

We now need to consider how to identify and define a line of poetry -
for to function as a phonological unit of verse, the line must be distinguish-
able on some grounds other than mere typography. As David Abercrombie
points out,’3 a line is delimited by ‘various devices which may be called
line-end markers, and there seem to be three of these in use in English
verse’. The three he specifies are the following, which may be used in-
dividually or in combination:

[a] rhyme, or some other sound scheme.

[6] a silent final stress.

[c] amonosyllabic measure, not used anywhere else, coinciding with the
last syllable of the line (see fig. [g] on p. 112).

If one or more of these markers are present in a poem, even though it may
be printed or recited as if it were prose, a person confronted with it for the
first time should be able to recognize the line divisions. The most interest-
ing of them, from the metrical point of view, is the silent stress (A), which
sometimes has an entire silent measure to itself:

I Ding | dong ‘ bell I / l Pussy s m the ‘ well l

and sometimes shares a measure wn:h the anacrusis (initial unstressed syl-
lable or syllables) of the following line:

There | was a crooked man ]/ Who | walked a l crooked mﬂel
x |/ x soxl X s
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The silent stress is most clearly perccived in these examples if one taps
thythmically in time with the stressed syllables, noting how an extra
beat naturally fills in the time between one line and the next.

7.3.4 Some Numerical Aspects of Metre

Following Abercrombie further,* we may observe that silent stresses
normally intrude themselves at the end of lines with an odd number of
accents, but not at the end of those with an even number. Trimeters and
pentameters, for example, have a silent stress, but not tetrameters. If,
therefore, we add the silent stress on to the number of vocalized stresses in
each line, we reach the conclusion that all metres, even those apparently
odd, are actually based on an even number of stresses per line. A penta-
meter can be regarded as a hexameter with one stress silent, and so on. The
double measure (corresponding to the traditional ‘dipode’) is a basic unit
of metre.

To test this, read through the following extracts, and note how a pause
seems to be required between trimeters or between pentameters, but not be-
tween dimeters or between tetrameters. Again, tapping in time with the
stressed syllables may aid the perception of silent stresses.

Z 7
Dimeter: l One more Unlfortunate
/ 4
| Weary of l breath,
s
l Rashly nn’portunate,

/ /
l Gone to her l death!
[T. Hood, The Bridge of Sighs]

] s / /
Trimeter: Iam | monarch of | all I surjvey, I/\
/

My ‘ ri/ght there is I ngne to dis’pute; ’/\

|/ v /
From the | centre all | round to the | sea |A

7 4 7
Iam l lord of the l fowl and the l brute. I/\
[Cowper, Verses supposed to be written by Alexander Selkirk)
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7 Ve 7 /
Tetrameter: But [ hail, thou ’ goddess I sage and l holy,

/ / VAR
l Hail, diivinest l Melanlcholy!
[Milton, Il Penseroso]

/ s / / 7
Pentameter: The l ploughman l homeward l plods his ' weary l way, l/\

And l léwes the l wcﬁ'ld to l da/rkness l/\ and to l m/e. |/\
[Gray, Elegy]

Recognizing the existence of silent stresses can help us to appreciate further
connections between verse and music. Just as the simpler song and dance
forms of music tend to break down into four-bar, eight-bar, and sixteen-
bar sections, so many verse forms are constructed out of the basic thythm
units by multiples of two. Each of the three popular metrical patterns set
out below has the symmetrical structure of a square, being composed of
four sections of four measures each. These sections do not in every case
correspond to verse lines, which are separately indicated (by the symbol }):

[q] x|/ X |7 x x|/ %
x|/ x x|/l A
x|/ x|/ x x|/

X |/ x x|/ A

x|/ x x|z (X)]A
X| 7/ x x|/ (X)]|A
X |/ x|/ x %]/
x|/ x x|/ (X} A

X

X XXX XX X X

¥

x|/ x|/ x|/
X| 7 xXi7s (X)]A

XX XX X XXX X
NN NN NN N NN N NN

If, as I hope, the reader has been able to decipher these formulae without
too much difficulty, they may well be recognized as [4] the metre of Old
Mother Hubbard, [b] the limerick metre, and [¢] the popular ballad metre of
The Ancient Mariner and many other poems. This way of displaying the
metrical pattern shows a regularity obscured by the normal line-by-line
arrangement. In more sophisticated stanza forms, this mathematical sym-
metry of pattern is generally less marked, but it may be part of the set of
expectations we bring to English verse.
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Whilst on the subject of duality, we may notice that there is a curious
ambivalence between single measures and double measures, which is
parallel to the ambivalence of two-time and four-time in musical time-
signatures. It is easy to interpret the same piece of poetry as consisting of
either two measures of two syllables, or one measure of four syllables;
which interpretation suggests itself most strongly is largely controlled by
the speed of delivery. Kipling’s four-syllable (pxonic) metre, as we saw
earlier, requires recitation at a rather fast, cantering speed:

e 4 7 7
An’ the | dawn comes up like | thunder outer ‘ China “crost thel Bay!
[Mandalay)

If the speed is slowed down, however, intermediate stresses make them-
selves felt on the third syllable of each foot, causing the listener to reinter-
pret the passage in two-syllable measures. This should cause no wonder,
since it is a well-known fact of English rhythm that the slower the speed at
which an utterance is spoken, the greater the proportion of stressed to un-
stressed syllables. Yet the dominance of alternate stresses in the Kipling
line is still felt, so that there is a case for analysing it both in terms of
double measures and single measures, marked by greater (#) and lesser ()
degrees of stress:

Aﬁ’ the I d:{wn comes | gp like l thﬁndcr ' c{uter | Chi/na l ’crgst the l ny!

It also seems to be a characteristic of English rhythm that when a measure
contains three unstressed syllables, one of these, usually the middle one,
tends to receive a subordinate ‘incipient’ stress, which may be represented
by the grave accent (\). Thus the other Kipling line quoted in this chapter
might be most accurately transcribed:

N VAN 7 N 7
For the l female of the | species is more | deadly than the I male.

Here the words for, of, is, and than are somehow more prominent than
their immediate neighbours, even though they belong to the class of words
which are normally unstressed, and even though three of them may (even
in this context) be pronounced with reduced forms containing the neutral
vowel ‘schwa’: [f5/, [ov/, /8on/. Yet the difference betwéen this and the
preceding example seems to be one of degree rather than kind.

The equivocality of stress values, which is here due to the overriding
pattern of thythm rather than to the inherent weights of syllables, probably

explains why it is possible to treat unstressed syllables as if they were
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stressed for the purposes of scansion in lines such as those quoted in §7.2.3:
Eyeless in Giza it the mill with slives

This rendering, in which the word at is assigned ‘incipient’ stress and pro-
moted ad hoc to the rhythmic status of a stressed syllable, is more realistic in
a reasonably fast performance than the rendering with a silent medial stress
given earlier, which belongs more to a slow and deliberate style of de-

livery:
Eyeless in Giza A at the mill with sldves.

Such is the instability of the rhythmic structure of English, that it is diffi-
cult to reduce its description to a ‘yes-or-no’ analysis. We have to ack-
nowledge that the ambivalence of division into single measures or double-
measures sometimes suggests conflicting accounts of the same line of verse.
But it cannot be denied that the concepts of ‘single measure’ and ‘double-
measure’ are in themselves useful, if not indispensable to a satisfactory and
comprehensive explanation of English metre.

7.3.5 Accentual Metre

Accentual metre, sometimes called ‘strong stress’ metre, is the type of
metre based on an equal number of stresses per line, without respect to the
exact number of syllables per stress. It is of some importance in the history
of English prosody, being the metre of the earliest poetry recorded in our
language. Although in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries it was re-
placed by the continental accentual-syllabic metric as the main prosodic
foundation of English poetry, it has survived in popular verse (ballads,
nursery rhymes, ctc.), and has enjoyed a revival at the hands of twentieth-
century poets like Eliot and Auden. Hopkins's ‘sprung rhythm” is also a
variant of accentual metre.

In theory, accentual verse may exploit the full possibilities of rhythmic
structure from one-syllable measures to four- and five-syllable measures.
But often in practice one-syllable and four-syllable measures are rare (ex-
ceptat the end of lines, where the former are naturally acceptable), yielding
an irregular vacillation between duple and triple time. This is the case, for
example, with many late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century poems,
of which this of Hardy is an example:

He énters, and mite on the édge of the chiir
Sits a thin-faced l4dy, a stringer thére,
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A type of decdyed gentility;

And by séme small signs he wéll can gtiess

That she cémes to him 4lmost bréakfastléss.
[It1 the Study)

Such a metre may be regarded as a restricted form of accentual metre, or,
perhaps more plausibly in its historical context, as a relaxation of the
accentual-syllabic conventions, to permit free variation between two-
syllable and three-syllable measures.

The accentual metre of Anglo-Saxon alliterative poetry is illustrated in
the following passage from Beowulf:

Stret was stin-fah,  stig wisode
gimum ztgidere.  Gud-byrne scin,
héard, hénd-locen, hring-iren scir
s6éng in séarwum.®

Every line is divided into two half-lines, each containing two stresses. Here
again there are restrictions of various kinds on the number and position of
unstressed syllables: according to the most widely-held view of Anglo-
Saxon prosody, the thythm of each half-line was drawn from a limited set
of patterns, including (for example) / / X X, but not X X / /.18

74 THE INTERACTION OF RHYTHM AND VERSE
FORM

Yeats was right to describe the ‘ghostly voice’ of metre as ‘an unconscious
norm’. Just as poetic language deviates, in other spheres, from norms oper-
ating within the language as a whole, so within poetic language itself,
verse form, and especially metre, constitutes a secondary norm, an ex-
pected standard from which deviation is possible. In poetry, that is, a
particular verse pattern (say, blank verse), although foregrounded against
the background of everyday ‘prose thythm’, isitself taken as a background
against which further foregrounding may take place.

7.4.1 Defeated Expectancy

Any noticeable deviation from a verse convention, as a disturbance of the
pattern which the reader or listener has been conditioned to expect, pro-
duces an effect of DEFEATED ExPECTANCY. A flippant illustration of this




I20 CHAPTER SEVEN

effect is provided by the following piece of verse, which, although it scans
like a limerick, contains none of the usual rhymes on which a limerick de-
pends for much of its point:

There was an old man from Dunoon,
Who always ate soup with a fork;
For he said, ‘As eat
Neither fish, fowl, nor flesh,
I should finish my dinner too quick’.

The temporary sense of disorientation, almost of shock, caused by devia-
tion from a verse pattern may have a clear artistic purpose, as in the sudden
interposition of a two-syllable line in this speech by Othello:

O, that the slave had forty thousand lives!

One is too poor, too weak for my revenge.

Now do I see ’tis true. Look here, lago;

All my fond love thus do I blow to heaven:

"Tis gone.

Arise, black vengeance, from thy hollow cell!

Yield up, O love, thy crown and hearted throne

To tyrannous hate! Swell, bosom, with thy fraught,
For ’tis of aspics’ tongues!

[Othello, TLiii]

On a practical level, it allows time, assuminga strictapportionment of six
measures per iambic pentameter, for the speaker’s symbolic gesture to be
carried out. But in addition, the prominence given to the words ’Tis gone’
by this check in the movement of the verse adds force to the gesture, and
draws attention to it as a landmark introducing a new and terrible phase of
Othello’s psychological development.

The power of defeated expectancy as a poetic device depends, naturally
enough, on the rigidity of the verse form as it is established in the reader’s
mind. A truncated line of blank verse such as that just quoted would be less
obtrusive in one of the Elizabethan or Jacobean plays in which metrical
conventions are handled with greater laxity than in Othello. There is a
great deal of difference, in principle and in effect, between occasionally vio-
lating a well-defined verse pattern, and gently stretching the pattern, so that
it tolerates a greater degree of variation. The latter process applies to the
loose tetrameters of Hardy quoted in §7.3.5.
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7.4.2 Metrical Variation

As with other kinds of linguistic deviation, it is necessary to distinguish un-
predictable licences of versification from ‘routine licences’ which are
themselves allowed by prosodic convention. In the first of these categories
belongs METRICAL VARIATION, or acceptable deviation from the metrical
norm in terms of the distribution of stressed and unstressed syllables.

Metrical variation can be conveniently studied in this passage from Canto
I of Pope’s The Rape of the Lock:

Of thése am f, who thy protéction cldim, 105
A whtchful sprite, and Ariel Is my néme.

Lite, as I ringed the crystal wilds of 4ir,

In the cléar mirror of thy riling stir

I shw, alds! some dréad evént impénd,

Fre to the mdin this mérning sin descénd; 110
But héaven revéals not whit, or héw, or whére:

Wirn'd by the sylph, 6h, pious méid, bewére!

Perhaps the most frequent of all deviations from the perfect iambic pattern
(X / X /X /X /X /) is the reversal of the stressed and unstressed syl-
lable of a foot, especially at the beginning of a line. This is seen in lines 107
(‘Late, asIranged. . ") and 112 (“ Warn’d by the sylph. . ."), both of which
begin with the configuration / X X / instead of X / X /. A similar, but
less common irregularity is the reversal of the order of successive syllables
which belong to different feet, as at the beginning of line 108, where the
stress values of the second and third syllables are exchanged: ‘In the clear
mirror ..." (X X / / X is the most natural pronunciation).

Almost as important as the rearrangement of stress and unstress is another
kind of variation: the substitution of a stressed for an unstressed syllable, or
vice versa. There is an example of the introduction of an extra stress in the
last line of the passage, if the word ol is pronounced, as one supposes it
normally would be, as a stressed syllable. The rhythmic pattern of the line,
so rendered, goes: / X X // / X / X /. A replacement in the other
direction is likely in lines 105, 106, and 108, where thy, is, and of, words
normally without stress, are placed in a position of metrical stress. Such
substitutions seem to violate the metrical design more drastically than re-
arrangements. The reason for this is that they alter the number of stresses
per line, break up the pattern of an even number of stresses, and so disturb
the musical continuity of the verse. The introduction of an extra stress
holds back the movement because it introduces an extra measure; whereas
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the subtraction of a stress has the opposite effect of hurrying the line on.
Line 108, for instance, can be read as a four-measure line X X//X XX/ X/,
or, in musical notation:

I3 T

In the |clear | mirror of thy | ruling |star

However, I have suggested in the course of this chapter two other ways in
which such a line may be rendered. The one is to insert a silent stress just
before the unexpectedly unstressed syllable (X X / / X A X X / X /),
and the other is to substitute a subordinate stress, marked () above, for the
normal lack of stress.

The addition of ‘uncounted” unstressed syllables, especially where two
short syllables come together, is a further allowed licence, illustrated in the
~i- of Ariel (line 106) and the second syllable of heaven (line 111). This type
of variation may not be evident in performance, as it is often possible to
slur over the extra syllable in fast pronunciation; Ariel can be pronounced
as only two syllables, and heaven possibly as only one.

Metrical variation involves the conflict between two sets of expectations:
the expectations of normal English speech rhythm, and the expectations of
conformity to the metrical design. In recitation, we may insist that the metre
yield entirely to ‘prose thythm’, or we may strike a compromise, by speak-
ing the lines in a somewhat poetic manner, with a special verse thythm; or
we may even sacrifice ‘prose thythm’ entirely to metre, reciting in the
artificial manner of Yeats’s folk-singer. However the poem is performed, a
tension between the two standards remains in the text, and is a fruitful
source of rhetorical emphasis, onomatopoeia, and other artistic effects.
Metrical variation need not, however, have any function apart from mak-
ing the task of metrical composition less confining, and providing relief
from the monotony which would arise from a too rigid adherence to the
metrical pattern.

75 GRAMMAR AND METRE

The interplay between verse and other strata of linguistic patterning is such
a vast subject, that here I can do little more than indicate the vastness of it,
and touch upon one subject of particular importance and interest: the rela-
tion between grammatical units and metrical units.

Verse can interact with linguistic patterning on many different levels.
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To give a complete account of this interaction, we should have to consider
separately the different levels of linguistic organization — phonology, gram-
mar, graphology, etc. — in relation to verse structure. We should al‘so have
to give attention to other foregrounded patterns, such as formal par_al—
lelisms. Furthermore, we should need to examine the manner of interaction
between patterns. Briefly, one linguistic pattern may either be congruent
with another, or may cut across it.}? As it is usual for linguistic patterns to
coincide rather than to be at odds with one another, the second circum-
stance is the more interesting one. Here is a pronounced instance of syntax
and verbal parallelism cutting across the line-divisions of verse:

I wish a greater knowledge, than t’attain
The knowledge of myself: a greater gain
Than to augment myself: a greater treasure
Than to enjoy myself: a greater pleasure
Than to content myself.

[Francis Quarles, Christ and Ourselves]

This can be contrasted with the congruity of formal pattern and verse
pattern displayed in most examples of verbal parallelism quoted in §5.2.2
above.

7.5.1 Enjambment

We have seen (§7.2.4) the significance of the relationship between syn-
tactic units and rhythmic measures. There is even more to be said about
the relationship between syntactic units and verse lines. Commonly a dis-
tinction is drawn between ‘end-stopped lines’, in which the last syllable
coincides with an important grammatical break, and ‘run-on lines’” in
which there is no congruity of this kind. For the second case, in which
there is a grammatical overflow from one line to the next, we may use the
term ENJAMBMENT, which, however, by rights refers more especially to a
grammatical overlap between couplets. Of the two relationships, con-
gruity is treated as the normal, and enjambment as the marked, or abnor-
mal, state of affairs. Enjambment is therefore like metrical variation in set-
ting up a tension between the expected pattern and the pattern actually
occurring. A parallel in music is provided by syncopation, the playing off
of the expected rhythm against a rhythm caused by the displacement of
accent. Another musical analogy is frequently used: that of counterpoint,
the independent movement of two melodic parts.
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It is not merely the tendency for patterns to reinforce rather than resist
one another that makes the end-stopped line the norm. Enjambment is
most frequently discussed in connection with heroic couplets and blank
verse; and, as we saw in §7.2.4, the pentameter, if it is metrically regular,
ends with a silent stress. A pause (a deliberate silence), however, is appro-
priate only at a grammatical boundary of some importance. Thus enjamb-
ment in a pentameter creates a conflict between the metrical system, which
demands a pause, and the grammatical system, which resists one:

His legs bestrid the ocean: his rear’d arm

Crested the world: his voice was propertied

As all the tuned spheres, and that to friends;

But when he meant to quail and shake the orb,

He was as rattling thunder. For his bounty,

There was no winter in’t; an autumn "twas

That grew the more by reaping; his delights

Were dolphin-like: they show’d his back above

The element they lived in: in his livery

Walk’d crowns and crownets; realms and islands were

As plates dropp’d from his pocket.
[Antony and Cleopatra, V i

We would be tempted to laugh at a schoolboy Cleopatra who read these
lines in the metrically regular way, with a silent stress at the end of each.
Instead, we assume that a skilful reader will in this, as in most other respects,
obey the dictates of ‘prose rhythm’. However, the metre receives some
compensation for the loss of a stress. It is unusual not to have a major
grammatical break (e.g. between clauses) every few words, so that where
enjambment occurs, such breaks are almost bound to occur either in the
preceding line, or in the following line, or in both. These breaks require
pauses, making up for the silent stress omitted at the end of the line. One
disturbance of the metrical movement therefore tends to rectify the other:
a reader is held up by an unmetrical break before the end of one line, but
makes up for it by a headlong swoop into the next.

When enjambment becomes more than an occasional device, it becomes
almost impossible for a listener to follow the line-divisions of blank verse
without a text in front of him. The disorientation is complete if the halluci-
nation of an end-stopped line is created where actually none exists. For
example, the clause ‘an autumn "twas [ That grew the more by reaping’,
which is ‘straddled’ between two lines, would have made an acceptable
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pentameter. Such ghost lines are not infrequent in Shakespeare’s later
dramatic blank verse.?8

As Roger Fowler points out,*® enjambment is really a matter of degree
— of the degree of grammatical cohesion between the end of one line and
the beginning of the next. The solidity of the bond can be roughly meas-
ured by asking what is the smallest grammatical unit to which the end of
the one line and the start of the next belong? A hierarchy of four gram-
matical units, word, phrase, clause, and sentence suffice for the purpose.2°
The most extreme form of enjambment occurs when both are part of the
same word: Thomas Campion’s ‘Ever perfect, ever in them-/Sclves
cternal’ [Rose~cheek’d Laura, Come] is an example. A less extreme form of
cohesion occurs when both are part of the same phrase, though not of the
same word: ‘my sons/Invincible’ [ Paradise Lost, VI].2! The most common
and least startling form of enjambment is that in which the end of one line
and the beginning of the following one belong to different phrases, but are
part of the same clause (for example, when the line-division occurs be-
tween subject and predicate). There are several examples of this in Cleo-
patra’s speech: one is ‘his delights /| Were dolphin-like’.

We may describe enjambment as the placing of a line boundary where a
deliberate pause, according to grammatical and phonological considera-
tions, would be abnormal; that s, ata point where a break between intona-~
tion patterns is not ordinarily permitted.?? Such a break most frequently
coincides with a clause boundary or sentence boundary. There are some
places within the clause, however, at which an intonation break is appro-
priate; for instance, after an initial adverbial phrase like Cleopatra’s ‘For
his bounty, there was no winter in’t’. This does not, then, count as enjamb--
ment according to the definition I have just given. As punctuation marks
generally indicate places where a pause is allowable, the identification of
enjambment by the absence of end-punctuation is a rule-of~thumb good
enough for most purposes.

7.5.2 The ‘Verse Paragraph’

One of the important functions of enjambment is its role in building up ex-
pansive structures known as VERSE PARAGRAPHS. This term has been
applied to successions of blank verse lines which seem cemented into one
long, monumental unit of expression. To the skilful construction of verse
paragraphs is attributed much of the epic grandeur of Milton’s blank verse.
In describing these structures, it is difficult to avoid architectural meta-
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phors: one thinks of a multitude of assorted stone blocks interlocking to
form a mighty edifice.

The verse paragraph is neither a unit of syntax nor a unit of verse: it is
rather a structure which arises from the interrelation of the two. To see
this, let us examine a famous passage in which Milton writes of his own
blindness, from the beginning of Book III of Paradise Lost:

Yet not the more
Cease I to wander where the Muses haunt
Clear spring, or shady grove, or sunny hill,
Smit with the love of sacred song; but chief
Thee, Sion! and the flowery brooks beneath, 30
That wash thy hallowed feet, and warbling flow,
Nightly I visit, nor sometimes forget
Those other two equalled with me in fate,
So were I equalled with them in renown,
Blind Thamyris, and blind Mzonides,
And Tiresias, and Phineus, prophets old:
Then feed on thoughts, that voluntary move
Harmonious numbers; as the wakeful bird
Sings darkling, and in shadiest covert hid
Tunes her nocturnal note. 40

The essence of the verse paragraph is an avoidance of finality. But what
does ‘finality’ mean? In prose there are various degrees of syntactic finality
(end of phrase, end of clause, etc.), leading up to the absolute finality of the
end of a sentence. In verse there is also the metrical finality of a line-divi-
sion. In blank verse, a point of complete rest is only reached when a sen-
tence boundary and a line boundary coincide. If cither occurs without the
other, some structural expectation is still unfulfilled; the reader has, as it
were, arrived at a halting-place, not a destination. Perhaps we may refer to
the various kinds of medial stopping place as ‘points of arrest’, reserving
the term ‘point of release’ for the ultimate point of rest: the coincidence of
line-end and sentence-end.?® The verse paragraph can then be seen as the
picce of language intervening between one point of rest and another.
What is remarkable about Milton’s style of blank verse is first of all the
length of his verse paragraphs —indeed, rarely outside Miltonic blank
verse does the unit extend far enough to make the term ‘paragraph’ applic-
able. The picce quoted is evidently only an excision from the middle of one
of these units of expression, for although it constitutes a complete sentence,
it begins and ends at a point of metrical incompleteness — i.e. in the middle
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of a line. It is also worth noting how Milton deprives the reader of the
comfort of relaxing at intermediate stopping places. This is partly brought
about by the frequency of enjambment (in this passage, lines 26, 27, 29,
etc.), with its corollary, the placement of heavy breaks in the middle of the
line. Thus when the metre bids the reader pause, the syntax urges him on,
and vice versa.

Another factor is the Latin syntax of the periodic sentence, protracted
by parentheses, lists, and involved structures of dependence. A particular
contribution to the onward-thrusting movement of the language is the way
in which anticipatory structure sets up syntactic expectations which are
kept in suspense over a long stretch of verse. For example, ‘Thee, Sion!
... at the beginning of line 30 above requires completion by a transitive
verb which is not supplied until the third word of line 32: ‘Nightly I visit".
A more striking illustration comes at the very beginning of Paradise Lost,
quoted below. Thus three factors — medial sentence boundaries, enjamb-
ment, and periodic syntax — combine to provide the tension, the unstaying
forward impetus of Milton’s blank verse, and (to revert to the architectural
simile) make up the cement with which these massive linguistic structures
are held together.

Often in Milton’s blank verse, as in that of the later Shakespeare, en-
Jjambment is so frequent that the line-divisions can scarcely be followed by
the ear unaided by the eye. Yet the blank verse mould, I feel, must be
continually felt beneath the overlapping syntax: otherwise one misses the
effect of criss-crossing patterns, the counterpoint in which lies so much of
the power of this kind of verse. Without a feeling for the underlying penta-
meter scheme, moreover, one fails to appreciate the relaxation of a re-
solved conflict when the poem at length is brought to a ‘point of release’.
This profoundly satisfying effect can be likened to that produced by the
perfect cadence at the end of a Bach fugue. Sometimes, as in the first
twenty-six lines of Paradise Lost, the release of tension is enhanced by an
uncharacteristic sequence of end-stopped lines, the last of which, in addi-
tion, is (also uncharacteristically) a regular pentameter free of metrical vari-
ation:

Of man’s first disobedience, and the fruit

Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste

Brought death into the world, and all our woe,
... What in me is dark,

Hlumine! what is low, raise and support!
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That to the heighth of this great argument
I may assert eternal Providence,
And justify the ways of God to men.

It is clearly wrong to talk of this as a return to the ‘norm’ in any statistical
sense of that word, for there are more run-on lines than end-stopped lines
at the beginning of Paradise Lost. Indeed, here the concept of norm and
deviation as applied to verse pattern is turned on its head: the irregularity
becomes the rule, and the reversion to end-stopped lines becomes telling in
contrast.

I may seem to have devoted more attention to an individual poet’s style
here than is justified. But of course, the Miltonic manner, far from being
restricted to Milton, is a wide-ranging influence in English poetry.?*
Besides, this brief study of Milton has revealed deeper applications of
notions like deviation, variation, and defeated expectancy: applications not
limited to Milton and those who wittingly or unwittingly come under his
influence. It would be instructive, for example, to investigate enjambment
and resolution in the work of a poet like T. S. Eliot, who expressly re-
pudiates the Miltonic manner.

For discussion

Study in detail the versification of any piece of poetry, by undertaking:

[a] arhythmicanalysis, with alternatives where necessary, in terms of measures with
stressed and unstressed syllables, pauses, etc. (Musical notation can be applied to
selected passages.)

[5] an account of verse form: measures or feet, lines, stanzas, etc.

[c] an account of the relation between [a] and [b].

[d] an account of the relation between verse form and grammar.

Examples suitable for this purpose are Chapter 3, 2[a], [b], and [c] (pp. $3-4);
Chapter 4, 2[b] (pp. 70~1); Chapter 6, 2[d], [b], 3[a], [6] (pp. 100-102).
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*Musical scansion’ has a long and rather unfortunate history, beginning with
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sounder basis. See W. JASSEM, Infonation of Conversational English, Wroclaw, 1952,
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Phonetics and Linguistics, London, 1965, 16-25.
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loc. cit.

B. POUND, A.B.C. of Reading, London, 1951, 198-9.
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rhythm, see J. p. 0’CONNOR, ‘Fluency Drills’, English Language Teaching, 6, 3
(1952), 90-1.

w. NOowOTTINY, The Language Poets Use, London, 1962, 108-11.

GROSS, op. cit., 9o~1. However, I would disagree with Gross’s explanation of this
as a blend of accentual and accentual-syllabic metre. (Gross’s version of the
rhyme, and that with which I am most familiar, has dog instead of doggy. When
it was quoted in class, however, my students insisted on the emendment to
doggy, which they took to be the authentic version. This increases the regularity
of the metre, and so makes the illustration more convincing.)

D. ABERCROMBIE, ‘A Phonetician’s View of Verse Structure’, 25. The scope and

. wording of Abercrombic’s categorics have been slightly altered to fit them into

the present discussion.

Ibid., 23.

Translation by J. R. cLARK HALL: ‘The road was paved, the path guided the men
together . . . cach corslet glittered, hard and linked by hand, the gleaming rings
of iron clinked in their harness’ (Beownlf and the Finnesburg Fragment, rev. edn,
London, 1950, 36).

The orthodox system of metrical analysis for Old English poetry is readably
summarized in J. R. R. TOLKIEN, ‘Prefatory Remarks II: On Metre’, in CLARK
HALL, op. cit., xxviii-xlili. A persuasive application of ‘musical scansion’ to Old
English poetry is that of j. c. roeg, The Rhythm of Beownlf, New Haven, 1942.
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17 A revealing study of these two relationships between metre and formal patterns
(both grammatical and lexical) in Old English poetry and elsewhere is found in
R. QUIRK, ‘Poetic Language and-Old English Metre’, Chap. 1 of his Essays on
the English Language, London, 1968.

18 r. KErRMODE (Introduction to The Tempest, Arden ed., London, 1958, xvii) uses the
phrase ‘straddled lines’, quoted by FOWLER, op. cit., 90.

19 R. FOWLER, op. cit., 88.

20 On a hierarchy of units in grammar, see HALLIDAY, MCINTOSH, and STREVENS, op.
cit., 25.

21 This example is from FOWLER, op. cit., 89; the preceding one I owe to Michael
Randle.

22 On the correspondence between units of intonation (‘tone-groups’) and units of
grammar, se¢ HALLIDAY, MCINTOSH, and STREVENS, op. cit., sI. A more detailed
and technical study of this problem is to be found in A. MCINTOSH and M. A. k.
HALLIDAY, Patterns of Language, London, 1966, 111-33.

23 ‘Arrest’ and ‘release’ are used in roughly these senses by j. McH. siNCLAIR,
‘Taking a Poem to Pieces’, in Essays on Style and Language, ed. R. FOWLER, 72.

24 Two valuable studies of Milton’s verse technique and language are s. E. SPROTT,
Miltow’s Art of Prosody, Oxford, 1953: and c. wmicks, Milton’s Grand Style,
Oxford, 1963.

Eight

The Irrational in Poetry

As the last three chapters have been devoted to the study of schemes, to
balance the picture, we must in the next three chapters turn to the study of
tropes, which were described in §5.1 as ‘foregrounded irregularities of con-
tent’. We may be content to look upon these, in plain language, as linguis-
tic effects involving something odd in the cognitive meaning of a word, a
phrase, etc. To the chronically literal-minded, poetry is a variety of non-
sense; the difference between gibberish and metaphorical truth may de-
pend on the leap the imagination is prepared to take in order to render
meaningful what is apparently absurd. There are different kinds of absurd-
ity, which rhetoric and logic distinguish by such labels as ‘paradox’ and
‘oxymoron’. Further, the notion of ‘irregularity of content’ may be ex~
tended to include vacuity or redundancy of meaning, as in pleonasm,
tautology, and circumlocution.

8.1 A LOGICAL VIEW OF MEANING

To lay the foundation of an enquiry into metaphor and similar devices, we
have first to consider, very briefly, some general questions of semantics,
without any special reference to literature. Remember (§3.1.3) that we
reserve the term ‘meaning” for the narrow sense of ‘cognitive informa-
tion’, preferring ‘significance’ when we need to talk generally about what
a piece of language communicates. For the present, our attitude to meaning
will be closer to that of the logician than to that of the literary critic.

8.1.1 Some Types of Semantic Oddity

In the linguistic exchanges of everyday life we expect some cognitive
information to be explicitly passed from one participant to another; it may
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be information about the internal state of the speaker (‘I feel hungry’) or
about the objective world (*Yes, it’s nearly nine o’clock’) or about how a
person, activity, etc., is evaluated (‘An excellent book I’); but nevertheless,
information. Because of our expectation thatlanguage should communicate
in this fashion, we cannot help being struck by the bizarreness of sentences
such as ‘Is your wife married?” or ‘He climbed up the surface of the lake’,
or ‘“They played a duet for violin, "cello, and piano’, in which this normal
information-bearing function of language seems to be disturbed or frus-
trated.

In illustrating the most important kinds of semantic oddity, I shall restrict
myself to simple relations of meaning between small groups of English
words.

PLEONASM: An expression which is semantically redundant in that it
merely repeats the meaning contained elsewhere, in what precedes or
follows it: ‘my female grandmother’; ‘a false lie’; ‘a philatelist who
collects stamps’.

oxyMoRroN: The yoking together of two expressions which are semanti-
cally incompatible, so that in combination they can have no conceivable
literal reference to reality: ‘my male grandmother’; ‘a true lic’; ‘a
philatelist who doesn’t collect stamps’.

TAUTOLOGY: A statement which is vacuous, because self-cvidently true:
‘My grandmother is female’; ‘That lie is false’; ‘Philatelists collect
stamps’. (Tautologies tell us nothing about the world, but may well tell
us something about the language: e.g. what the word philatelist means.)

PARADOX (‘Contradiction’): A statement which is absurd, because self-
evidently false: “My grandmother is male’; ‘That lie is true’; ‘Philate-
lists don’t collect stamps’.

peRIPHRASIS (‘ Circumlocution’): An expression which is of unnecessary
length, in that the meaning it conveys could have been expressed more
briefly, e.g. by a single word: ‘My female grandparent’ (= ‘my grand-
mother’); “He makes untrue statements’ (= ‘He tells lies’) ; ‘A dog of no

definable breed’ (= ‘mongrel’).

The first four types divide naturally into ‘inanities” which convey no in-
formation in the cognitive sense (pleonasm and tautology) and ‘absurdi-
ties’ which convey self-conflicting information (oxymoron and paradox).
As we see from the parallel examples, pleonasm is complementary to oxy-
moron, and tautology to paradox. The fifth category, periphrasis, does not
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really fit into either class, but it is more like an ‘inanity’ than an ‘absur-
dity’, because it involves superfluity of expression.

To these a sixth type of exceptional importance must be added: it is the
kind of absurdity, mentioned in §3.1.2, which results from making a “mis-
take’ of selection: i.e. putting an element into a context which it does not
fit. Examples are seen in the following sentences:

1. Water has eaten kindness.

2. These cabbages read bottles.

3. Is the music too green?

4. That man is underncath my idea again.

To say exactly what is wrong with the first two sentences, we point out
that each verb in English is restricted as to what kind of subject can pre-
cede, and what kind of complement can follow it. The transitive verb, eat,
understood literally, only makes sense if preceded by a subject denoting
some kind of animal, and when followed by an object denoting some con-
crete object or substance. Neither water nor kindness, in the given sentence,
fulfils these respective conditions. Likewise read requires a human subject
and an object denoting some ‘readable’ entity, such as a book, a language,
or a letter. Examples (3) and (4) show variations on the same theme: in (3)
it is the subject music and the attributive colour adjective green which are
incompatible; in (4), the preposition underneath needs to be followed by a
nominal expression indicating something with spatial dimension, unlike
the abstraction ‘my idea’. Plainly this kind of literal senselessness is at the
root of much figurative language. Imaginatively, for ecxample, we may
find it possible to associate colour and sound so as to make ‘green music’ a
valid expression. In linguistics there is disagreement on whether these con-
ditions of selection are part of syntax or part of semantics. I prefer to
treat them as semantic, since their effect is best described in terms of
meaning.

It might be questioned whether there are any grounds for separating the
violation of selection restrictions from paradox and oxymoron, which also,
after all, consist in selecting an expression at variance with its context. But
in the case of oxymoron and paradox, the incompatibility is of a stronger
sort: the expressions actually denote irreconcilable opposites. For example,
in ‘my male grandmother’, the meaning of grandmother contains the
clement ‘female’, which is directly contrary to the ‘male’ of the qualifying
adjective. In ‘green music’ on the other hand, there is no such direct clash
of meaning. The difference is brought out in the following diagram, in
which contrasting elements of meaning are represented by plusses and
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minuses: -+ Concrete for ‘concrete’ and — Concrete for ‘non-concrete’
14 3
(= ‘abstract’), etc.

fig-[H]

PARADOX: That lie is frie
True < clashes L Tra
—True with +True
‘MISTAKE’ Water eats kindness
OF SELECTION :
— Animate — Concrete
i
clashes clashes
with with
- Animate l ~ttributes l 4 Concrete

In the case of “ Water eats kindness’, the elements ‘animate’ and ‘concrete’
are not really part of the meaning of eats: we must rather say that they are
attributed by the word eats to the other, neighbouring words.

8.1.2 Definition and Description

Before we come to the utilization of the irrational in poetry, one more
point of general theory must be clarified. This is the distinction, in seman-
tics, between meaning and reference, or (to change the emphasis slightly)
between DErINITION and DESCRIPTION. What would be our response, if
someone asked us to give a definition of (say) the noun father; and how
would it differ from our response when asked to describe what fathers are
like ? Defiition calls for succinctness, a minimum periphrasis.for the word
in question, showing its connection in meaning to other items in the same
language: a reasonable definition would be ‘one’s male parent’. In describ-
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ing fathers, on the other hand, we would probably give details of the
characteristic age and behaviour of fathers; their attitudes towards their
children; their position in society; their legal rights and duties; and so forth.
Whereas definition tells what we know about the language (or rather one
aspect of the language — the meaning of words), description tells what we
know about the objects, activities, etc. language can refer to — and this can
include anything whatsoever we know about the world at large. Descrip-
tion includes definition, but it also includes a great deal of other informa-
tion. The one is the function of the encyclopaedia, the other of the diction-
ary.

The acceptance of this distinction, despite the difficulty of applying it in
some cases, leads us to recognize two kinds of absurdity: one contradicting
something we know about meaning, the other contradicting our general
factual knowledge of the universe. Examples of the former, that is, of lin-
guistic or logical absurdity, are ‘a female father’, ‘I am my father’s
father’, “my father isn’t a parent’, etc., which are shown to be ridiculous
by what we know about the meaning of father in relation to other, con-
nected words, like son, parent, male, and mother. Similarly, ‘He is his father’s
son’ is a logical tautology, which is nevertheless a popular saying, being
specially interpreted to mean ‘He has inherited his father’s character’. On
the other hand, it is only on the basis of our factual biological knowledge
that we judge ‘David Copperficld’s mother never met his father” to be
sheer nonsense, but not ‘David Copperfield never met his father’. Further
examples of statements which are odd for factual rather than linguistic
reasons are: ‘My father is four years old’; “Tom was very angry with his
naughty father, and sent him to bed without any supper’; ‘He loathed her
like a father’; ‘After washing the children’s clothes, Father laid the table
and put on a clean dress ready for Mother’s return from work’.

At this point we must slightly revise the formulations of §8.1.1: it is not
the expression, but rather an interpretation of the expression, that is dis-
missed as absurd or vacuous. Confronted with a sentence like ‘My father
is four years old’, we work according to the hypothesis that people do not
normally make idiotic remarks; that is, according to what I earlier called
‘the principle that human nature abhors a vacuum of sense’. Hence when a
puzzling sentence contains an established ambiguity, we may after some
hesitation arrive at a less obvious interpretation which is more acceptable
than that which first occurred to us. ‘Married bachelors’, for instance, al-
though an oxymoron according to its most prominent interpretation, is
sensible if we take ‘bachelors” in the sense of ‘holders of university de-
grees”. When the search for a reasonable interpretation yields no clear
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ambiguity, the principle that ‘human nature abhors a vacuum of sense’
often leads us to hit on a ‘nonce-interpretation” which, like the ‘nonce-
formations’ discussed in §3.2.1, is devised for this specific occasion. For
example, it is possible to make up a non-paradoxical reading of ‘That
truth is a lie’ by imagining quotation marks enclosing the word truth,
which is then taken ironically to mean ‘what you/they/somebody else calls
a “truth”’. As I indicated in §2.4, however, the difference between an
established interpretation and a ‘nonce-interpretation’ is by no means
clear-cut: there is no neat dividing line between literal and figurative
meaning.

It has to be emphasized that any kind of absurdity, whether logical or
factual, can rule out a particular literal interpretation, and cause the reader
to search for a figurative one.

Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to
be chewed and digested.

We are scarcely aware, when reading Bacon’s aphorism from Of Studies,
that we have unconsciously rejected the literal, physical meanings of
tasted, swallowed, chewed, and digested. Yet there is nothing in the definitions
of these words which excludes their occurrence in the context. Indeed, that
books should be eaten is not even a factual impossibility: it is merely the
factual implausibility of that literal interpretation, together with the lin-
guistic context, that causes us to think of mental, rather than physical con-~
sumption.

The importance of situation in the choice between different linguistically
possible interpretations cannot be stressed too much. We can ecasily en-
visage some unlikely context, say a dialogue between bookworms in a
child’s story, in which ‘I have just eaten a book” can be taken literally. On
the other hand, for most perfectly acceptable sentences, it is possible to
devise a context in which that sentence would be ridiculous, because it
would be resting on patently false presuppositions. ‘ What a lovely even-
ing!” would be ridiculous if uttered during a snowstorm at 2 o’clock in the
afternoon. This ‘contextual absurdity’ comes to the fore in sarcasm and
irony (see §r0.2.1).

8.2 REDUNDANCY IN POETRY

In noting the applications of the various kinds of semantic redundancy in
poetry, we may start with devices of lesser importance — those involving
redundancy.
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8.2.1 Pleonasm

In circumstances of functional communication, pleonasm, even more than
other forms of semantic redundancy, is regarded as a fault of style. Genera-
tions of rhetoricians and composition teachers have frowned on solecisms
like “The reason is because . . . and ‘a villainous scoundrel’. Yet pleonasm
has humorous uscs, as in the following passage in which Touchstone
harangues a peasant:

... abandon the sociéty of this female; or, clown, thou perishest; or, to
thy better understanding, dicest; or, to wit, I kill thee, make thee away,
translate thy life into death!* [As You Like It, V. i]

For the serious poetic use of pleonasm, which is rather rare, we turn to the
Old Testament. The passage quoted carlier from the Song of Deborah and
Barak (§5.2.1) is a particularly striking example; another one is this verse
from Ecclesiastes:

I praised the dead which are already dead more than the living which are
yet alive. - [4: 2]

The semantic parallelism characteristic of the Psalms is also. a form of
pleonasm. For hints on the function of this kind of redundancy, we may
return to the discussion of repetitiveness in §§s.2.1 and 5.2.3.

In more recent times, when poets have aimed at tautness of expression as
opposed to prolixity, pleonasm has been censured in poetry, as in other

ficlds of communication.

Away! - there need no words nor terms precise,
The paltry jargon of the marble mart.

[Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, IV, so]?

The padding out of a line of verse by such means as the conjunction of
quasi-synonyms words and ferms in this passage is usually considered a culp-
able form of redundancy.

8.2.2 Tautology

Like pleonasm, tautology is a device of limited usefulness in literature.
Hamlet is one of the few literary works in which I have noticed its calcu-
lated use. When Hamlet is questioned by his companions on what he has
learnt from the Ghost, he replies, after some prevarication,

There’s nc’er a villain dwelling in all Denmark
But he’s an arrant knave.
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To which Horatio, the paragon of good sense, replies:

There needs no ghost, my lord, come from the grave
To tell us this.

[Hamlet, 1.v]

Hamlet’s statement, if not a complete tautology, is something so close to it
as to reveal no information worth having. His use of this cryptic response
matches the popular use of tautology in the remark ‘I know what I know’
which by its very vacuity of sense conveys the information that the spcake;
means to keep his knowledge secret. This use of tautology is ironical: the
cloak of idiocy hides the speaker’s true thoughts and fceﬁngs. It is in this
respect different from the genuine idiocy of Polonius’s comment

For to define true madness,
What is’t but to be nothing else but mad?
[ILii]

Yet even this, from the dramatist’s point of view, has an ulterior motive:
the depiction of a combination of foolishness and pedantry in Polonius’s
character. Thus the lack of cognitive content does not necessarily go with a
lack of significance; in fact, the vacuity of tautology can be an indirect
means of conveying information about character and state of mind.

8.2.3 Periphrasis

Periphrasis is far more common in poetry than pleonasm and tautology
although it has some resemblance to them in that it involves saying more
than is warranted by the amount of meaning communicated. The principle
of cconomy of expression discourages the use of periphrasis in most com-
municative situations. It is difficult to finda general explanation of its popu-
larity in poctry, but no doubt part of the matter is the purely technical
value of periphrasis as a routine licence in any lengthy poem taxing to a
versifier’s ingenuity. Particularly in epic poetry, it is a convenience for the
poct to have various ways of referring to the same thing, especially if that
tlnn‘g is of key significance in the poem. One thinks of the many synonyms
for sea’, “battle’, and “warrior’, in the Old English epic Beowulf. Accord-
ing to the requirements of metre, the Anglo-Saxon poct often makes use of
{ongcr’:, pe‘riphrastic expressions, such as gomen-wudu (‘game-wood’) for

harp’; hilde-setl (‘battle-seat’) for ‘saddle’. Especially characteristic of
'carly Germanic poetry are KENNINGS, or periphrastic compounds which
incorporate metaphors, like swan-rad (‘swan’s riding-place’, =‘sea’) and
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mere-hengest (‘sea-horse’, = ‘ship)’. Aninteresting parallel in later literature
(dramatic, not epic) is the variety of periphrases for ‘crown’ in Shake-
speare’s history plays: ‘this golden rigol” (=‘ring’ or “circle’), “this inclu-
sive verge of golden metal’, ‘the circle of my glory’, ‘the imperial metal
circling now my head’, “this golden round’, “the round and top of sover-
cignty’. Such designations, whether in Beowslf or Shakespeare, must be
attributed not merely to metrical convenience and ‘elegant variation’ for
the avoidance of monotony, but to the poet’s desire to elaborate a themati-
cally important concept, by throwing the emphasis now on one, now on
another of its facets, thus deepening its symbolic and emotive significance.
Groom, from whom the list of Shakespearean periphrases is taken,® sug-
gests that ‘the notion of royalty and its appurtenances was so august that
the word “crown” was often too poor for the occasion, and a phrase had
to be invented’.*

The connection between periphrasis and dignity of expression is an im-~
portant one, especially evident in eighteenth-century poetic diction. In the
nature poetry of that period, it was common, as we have seen in §1.2.3, for
aspects of nature to be denoted by phrases such as woolly care (‘sheep’),
busy nations (‘bees”), feather'd choirs (‘birds’), no doubt partly because
the dignity of poetry was conceived to be incompatible with such com-~
mon-or-garden words as birds and bees. A more positive justification
of this periphrastic heightening has been offered by Tillotson,® who sug-
gests that it expressed the eighteenth-century scientific perception of order
in creation, by assigning each species, each element, etc., a general title
(‘nation’, etc.) and a particular epithet which singles out a salient property
of the species — for birds, tunefulness or featheredness; for bees, industry;
etc.

The reverse side of this linguistic propriety shows itself outside poetic
language in euphemism — an alternative, often roundabout mode of ex-
pression used in preference to a blunter, less delicate one. Euphemistic peri-
phrases abound in areas of social taboo: ‘the smallest room’, ‘gone to his
last rest’, ‘in the family way’ are examples. They are not entirely absent
from poetry: Victorian nicety in referring to childbirth seems to be re-
flected in this description from Tennyson’s The Marriage of Geraint:®

another gift of the high God
‘Which, maybe, shall have learn’d to lisp you thanks.

More to the taste of the present age is an anti-euphemistic vein which
shows itself when a taboo subject is described by means of a jokingly in-
delicate periphrasis, often a figurative one: kick the bucket for “die’, etc.
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This appears to spring from a complementary, and equally deep-rooted
tendency in the human mind: the urge to overcome one’s fear by turning
its object into a matter of familiarity and fun. A literary example is Mer-
cutio’s railing acceptance of his death-wound in Romeo and Juliet [IILi]: ‘A
plague o’ both your houses! They have made worns’s meat of me”.

We do less than justice to periphrasis if we think of it as the substitution
of a longer synonym, or semantically equivalent expression, for a shorter
one. Poctic periphrases are almost always descriptions, rather than defini-
tions; and descriptions — particularly figurative descriptions — can give a
heightened imaginative appreciation of the object described. No one would
ever claim that another periphrasis from Romeo and Juliet -

Night’s candles are burnt out, and jocund day
Stands tiptoe on the misty mountain tops . . .
[ILv]

could be replaced without severe loss by the simple declaration ‘Morning
. ’
is come’.

83 ABSURDITY IN POETRY

Next we turn to oxymoron and paradox: two types of absurdity which
entail irreconcilable elements of meaning or reference.

8.3.1 Oxymoron

The way in which we arrive at an interpretation of oxymoron is enacted
in slow motion for us at the opening of the revels in Act s, Scene 1 of A
Midsummer Night's Dream. Duke Theseus reads through the programme of
entertainment:

A tedious brief scene of young Pyramus,
And his love Thisbe; very tragical mirth.

and comments:

Merry and tragical! tedious and brief!
That is, hot ice and wondrous strange snow.
How shall we find the concord of this discord ?
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The Master of the Revels, Philostrate, explains:

A play there is, my lord, some ten words long,
Which is as brief as I have known a play;

But by ten words, my Lord, it is too long,
Which makes it tedious: for in all the play
There is not one word apt, one player fitted:
And tragical, my noble lord, it is;

For Pyramus therein doth kill himself:

Which when I saw rehears’d, I must confess,
Made mine eyes water; but more merry tears
The passion of loud laughter never shed.

Theseus’s question ‘How shall we find the concord of this discord?” and
Philostrate’s reply represent the puzzle and the solution: two stages of a
process which is generally so automatic that we are not aware of its taking
place. The solution can take one of two forms. Firstly, the apparent irre-
concilables may be found to be in this instance, contrary to expectation,
compatible; as when Philostrate tells why brevity and tediousness, on the
face of its mutually exclusive properties, are reconciled in Peter Quince’s
play. Second, an ambiguity may be discovered or invented, allowing the
interpreter to by-pass the absurd interpretation. This occurs when Philo-
strate reveals a hidden ambiguity in the word tragical, which can be used in
the technical sense of ‘play which ends in death’; or in a looser sense of an
entertainment, etc., which provokes a solemn response. Philostrate points
out that the first sense does not necessarily entail the second.

Although wresting a line from its context deprives the reader of many
cluesto interpretation, it is an interesting exercise to ask oneself to interpret
the following examples of oxymoron, and then to analyse the result:

1. Parting is such sweet sorrow
[Romeo and Juliet, ILii]
2. Thou art to me a delicious torment
[Emerson, ‘Friendship’, Essays]
3. To live a life half-dead, a living death
[Milton, Samson Agonistes)
4. And love’s the noblest frailty of the mind
[Dryden, The Indian Emperor, ILii]

Examples (1) and (2) testify to humanity’s ability to experience pleasure
mingled with pain: a type of apparent absurdity which has the classical
precedent of Catullus’ well-known paradox ‘Odi et amo’ (‘I hate and I
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love’). We probably interpret them as ‘a mixture of sweetness and
sorrow’, ‘a mixture of delight and torment’, although it could be argued
that it is the mysterious merging of contrary emotions that is imaginatively
realized in such expressions rather than their coexistence.

Milton’s oxymoron ‘a living death’, referring to Samson’s blindness,
can be resolved by construing death, by metaphorical extension, as ‘a.con-
dition which seems like death’.

Dryden’s ‘noblest frailty” is not so much a logical absurdity as a contra-
diction of accepted values. Nobility is associated with strength, and ig-
nobility with weakness. Hence ‘noblest frailty” argues a reassessment of
our moral assumptions, by telling us that nobility and weakness are com-
patible. Another possible interpretation would be to construe ‘frailty’ as
emotional vulnerability rather than moral weakness.

8.3.2 Paradox

Much the same comments apply to paradox. The following examples will
provide a basis for discussion:

War is peace. Freedom is slavery. Ignorance is strength.
[George Orwell, 1984, Li]

For ],
Except you enthral me, never shall be free,
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.
[Donne, Holy Sonnets, XIV]

But he that hides a dark soul, and foul thoughts,
Benighted walks under the midday sun.
[Milton, Comus]

Orwell’s slogans reflect the nightmare society he created in_ 1984, and
particularly the ability of its organizers to make its citizens believe the op-
posite of the truth. This equation of antonyms, perhaps the simplest and
boldest form of paradox, can be made meaningful if we understand one
term in a sense which is not incompatible with the other: ‘Freedom of
body’ and “slavery of mind’, for example. Perhaps the authors of New-
speak would prefer us to interpret each slogan in a manner similar to that
earlier suggested for ‘That truth is a lie’; i.e. “What you think is war is
actually peace’; “What you think is freedom is actually slavery’, etc.
Likewise ‘benighted’ and ‘under the midday sun’, in the example from
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Comus, have to be taken in non-equivalent senses, namely that of literal,
physical sunshine, and that of metaphorical, spiritual darkness.

Donne’s address to the Deity in the second example is a striking illustra-
tion of the religious use of paradox. That submission to God means free-
dom from the bond of sin is a commonplace of Christian thought. The
notion of God as a bridegroom or a lover is more audacious, but scarcely
more original. Tradition therefore predisposes us, without further context,
to accept enthral and ravish in metaphorical senses. What gives particular
force to the clash of meaning here is the way in which these verbs throw
emphasis on the violence of God’s taking possession of the soul.

Love and religion, two themes of universal and profound poetic signifi-
cance, lend themselves especially to treatment by semantic contradictions.
The “delicious torment’ of the lover, the *fair cruelty’ of the mistress, the
‘sweet sorrow” of their parting, all bear witness to the powerful conflicts
of emotion aroused by the experience of sexual love. Religion presents us
with such enigmas as death in life and life in death:

I die, yet depart not,
I am bound, yet soar free;
Thou art and thou art not
And ever shalt be!

[Robert Buchanan, 1841-1901, The City of Dreams]

There is a mystical feeling, in both these areas of inner experience, that
truth eludes the puny force of unaided human reason. Reality lies beyond
the literal, commonsense view of life as systematized in ordinary usage, and
therefore the poet, to reach it, must violate the categories of his language.

84 BEYOND REASON AND CREDIBILITY

I have dealt in some detail with two types of linguistic absurdity (the
third type mentioned, violation of selection restrictions, will be more fully
illustrated in the next chapter), and may now finish with some general re-
marks on the element of absurdity and illogicality in poetry. So important
does this element seem to be that a recent literary theorist, Wayne Shu-
maker, has devoted a book to the subject, attempting to trace by its means
the primitive psychological and anthropological sources of literature.” A
modern poet, Robin Skelton,? has commented on the incredibility or mar-
vellousness of events and worlds projected by the poetic imagination. He
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points out, for example, the ‘miracle’ of fire burning under water de-
scribed in the following stanza:,

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare scize the fire?

[Blake, ‘The Tyger’, Songs of Experience]

In this respect the poet scems to aspire some way towards the condition of
the religious mystic: the state in which the relation between ‘reality’ and
‘imagination” is reversed, the imaginary becoming more real than the
apparent. This is implied in Wallace Stevens’s remark that ‘metaphor
creates a new reality from which the original appears to be unreal’.? When
we come to anatomize metaphor in the next chapter, we shall not lose
sight of this mysterious actuality of the metaphorical experience.

Examples for discussion

Discuss the irrational element of poetry with detailed reference to the following:

1. I travel’d thro’ a land of men,
A land of men and women too,
And heard and saw such dreadful things
As cold earth-wanderers never knew.

For there the babe is born in joy
That was begotten in dire woe;
Just as we reap in joy the fruit
Which we in bitter tears did sow.

And if the babe is born a boy

He’s given to a woman old,

Who nails him down upon a rock,
Catches his shrieks in cups of gold.

She binds iron thorns around his head,
She pierces both his hands and feet,
She cuts his heart out at his side

To make it feel both cold and heat.
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Her fingers number every nerve,

Just as a miser counts his gold;

She lives upon his shrieks and cries,
And she grows young as he grows old.

Till he becomes a bleeding youth,
And she becomes a virgin bright;
Then he rends up his manacles

And binds her down for his delight.

He plants himself in all her nerves,
Just as a husbandman his mould;
And she becomes his dwelling-place
And garden fruitful seventy-fold.

[Blake, from ‘The Mental Traveller’, Songs of Expericnce]

Metaphors of a Magnifico
Twenty men crossing a bridge,
Into a village,
Are twenty men crossing twenty bridges,
Into twenty villages,
Or one man
Crossing a single bridge into a village.

This is an old song
That will not declare itself . . .

Twenty men crossing a bridge,
Into a village,

Are

Twenty men crossing a bridge
Into a village.

That will not declare itself,
Yet is certain as meaning . . .

The boots of the men clump

On the boards of the bridge.

The first white wall of the village
Rises through the fruit-trees.

Of what was it I was thinking?
So the meaning escapes.

The first white wall of the village. . .

The fruit trecs . . .
[Wallace Stevens]

145
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. Pyramus and Thisbe
Two, by themselves, each other, love and fear
Shain, cruel friends, by parting have join'd here.

3

[Donne, Epigrams]

Notes

1 The example is from s. ULLMANN, Semantics: An Introduction to the Science of
Meaning, Oxford, 1962, 144.

2 Cf. ULLMANN, op. cit., 154.
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Nine

Figurative Language

We have seen that the process of coming to terms with figurative language
divides tself into two stages: the rejection of an orthodox, but (in the given
instance) unacceptable interpretation, and the discovery of an unorthodox,
figurative interpretation. Some of the traditional trope labels, like ‘oxy-
moron’, refer to a type of meaningless expression which confronts the
reader in the first stage of the process, whereas others, like ‘metaphor’, re-
fer to a mode of interpretation; that is, to the second stage. Thus it is quite
possible for oxymoron and metaphor to be involved in the same act of
comprehension: for an oxymoron, that is, to be interpreted metaphori-
cally. ‘A human elephant’, for instance, permits two metaphorical inter-
pretations: [a] ‘A human being like an elephant’ (in clumsiness, length of
memory, etc.) and [b] ‘an elephant like a human being’ (in behaviour,
understanding, etc.). As the last chapter was devoted to the explanation of
terms like ‘oxymoron’, in this one we move on to terms like ‘metaphor’,
which refer to modes of figurative interpretation.

It is as well to begin by reminding ourselves once more that literal and
figurative usage, as was shown in §2.4, are two ends of a scale, rather than
clear-cut categories. In the dictum ‘Language is fossil poetry’,! Emerson
draws our attention to the fact that the expressive power of everyday lan-
guage largely resides in countless ‘dead” metaphors, which have become
institutionalized in the multiple meanings of the dictionary. Countless
other metaphors are in various stages of ‘moribundity’, so that it would be
a misrepresentation to treat them either as completely commonplace or as
utterly unorthodox. This makes the discussion of metaphor and related
figures rather awkward. All the same, the literary metaphor par excellence
is an image freshly created in the imagination of the poet, and perhaps we
may be excused for concentrating on this extremity of the scale, and think-
ing of figurative and literal language in terms of black and white, and not
of various shades of grey. In any case, so long as it is remembered that
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‘orthodox” and ‘unorthodox’ are relative terms, no harm will come of
identifying the one with literal and the other with figurative meaning.

One further adjustment of our mental equipment may be necessary be-
fore we begin the pursuit of this ever-inviting, ever-elusive subject. When
we talk of ‘ the metaphor of X’ in a certain piece of language, we prejudge
the issue of whether there is one or more than one acceptable interpreta-~
tion. In ‘the human elephant’ we have just seen a particularly clear in-
stance of an absurdity which has two figurative ‘solutions’. Although in
practice we rarely notice them, because our attention is fixed upon the onc
interpretation which seems to be relevant, such ambiguities are of unsus-
pected frequency. One has to allow, then, for the exercise of the reader’s
subjective judgment, consciously or unconsciously, in selection from a
number of rival figurative readings.

On the other hand, there is the opposite danger of suggesting that figura-
tive interpretation is a vague hit-or-miss affair. If it were largely a matter
of chance, two people would rarely agree on how to understand a line of
poetry, and a poet would find it impossible to communicate, except in the
most haphazard way, with his public. The truth lies somewhere between
this extremity and the view that metaphors, metonyms, etc., are unam-
biguously “there’ in the text. Critics are rarely at a loss for alternative in-
terpretations over which to argue, especially in the work of * difficult’ poets
who leave relatively few clues for interpretation; and yet most people
would agree that within certain limits a poet can convey his intended mean-
ing to his reader.

9.1 TRANSFERENCE OF MEANING

One of the reasons why figurative interpretation is not completely random
is that language contains RULES OF TRANSFEP 4CE, or particular mechanisms
for deriving one meaning of a word from another.2 A general formula
which fits all rules of transference is this:

“The figurative sense F may replace the literal sense L if F is related to L
in such-and-such a way.’

A simple example is the rule which allows one to use a word denoting
such-and-such a place in the sense ‘the people in such-and-such a place’;
the following sentences illustrate this rule:

The whole village rejoiced.
(= All the people in the village rejoiced.)
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Washington has reacted cautiously to the latest peace proposals.
(=The people in Washington.. . ., i.e. The people in Washington who
run the American government . . .)

Our road is very friendly.

(=The people in our road are very friendly.)

The relation between figurative and literal senses can be represented by the
formula F=‘the people in L’. The above statements are ridiculous on a
literal plane, because they attribute the behaviour of human beings to
places, which are inanimate. In a description of a rural celebration of
Eucharist, Tennyson applies the same rule in a less hackneyed manner:

Or where the kneeling hamlet drains
The chalice of the grapes of God.
[In Memoriam, X]

Once more the figurative meaning becomes necessary because the literal
meaning is absurd; hamlets, literally speaking, cannot kneel, so for ‘the
hamlet’ we substitute, in sense, ‘the inhabitants of the hamlet’.

Another rule of transference might be called the ‘Quotation Rule’; it is
the one we encountered in interpreting the paradox ‘That truth is a lie’
(§8.1.2). In that case, we made sense of an apparent absurdity by reading it
as if part were enclosed in quotation marks. This is a common device of
popular irony: ‘He did it accidentally on purpose’ is best construed as if
quotation marks enclosed accidentally; the sense is then: ‘He did it on pur-
pose (although he claims to have done it accidentally)’. A literary parallel
is Jane Austen’s “You have delighted us long enough’, spoken by Mr
Bennett [Pride and Prejudice, Chap. 18] to his daughter, who is overzealously
entertaining the company with her mediocre musical talent. The super-
ficial oddity of this remark lies in the qualifying of ‘delighted” by ‘long
enough’, which suggests paradoxically that after a certain period delight-
ing no longer delights. (Compare W. S. Gilbert’s ‘Modified rapture!’
from Act I of The Mikado.) As an irony, the import of Mr Bennett’s asser-
tion is: ‘I use the word ““delighted” because that is the word one conven-
tionally uses of a young lady’s performance at the pianoforte; however, by
adding “long enough”, I intimate that this performance has really been far
from delightful.’

‘The work(s) for the author’ is a further standard example of transfer-
ence of meaning: for example, when we say ‘Ilove Bach’ referring to the
music, not the man; or ‘I've been reading Dickens’. We apply these rules
automatically in our daily speech, and are scarcely aware of their existence.
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In literature they are used more daringly, just as the rules of word-forma-
tion (see §3.2.1) are applied beyond the usual restrictions.

9.1.1 Synecdoche

Part_icular names have become attached to certain rules of transference. The
traditional figure of syNEcDOCHE is identified with a rule which applies the

term for the part to the whole. This is of little literary interest, but is found
in proverbs:

Many hands make light work.
Two heads are better than one.

Also in conventional expressions such as sail for ‘ship’. A variant of this
rule of synecdoche is found in the following:

When by thy scorn, O murd’ress, I am dead,

And that thou think’st thee free

From all solicitation from me,

Then shall my ghost come to thy bed,

And thee, feign’d vestal, in worse arms shall see . . .
[Donne, The Apparition|

¢ ’ . . -
whe’re worse arms’ requires the interpretation ‘the arms of a worse per-
son

The use of a particular term for a corresponding general term is also
commonly treated by textbooks as synecdoche; for example, whena proper
noun is handled as if it were a common noun: ‘His true Penelope was Flau-
bert’ [E. Pound, Mauberley, I]; ‘A whale ship was my Yale College and my
Harvard’ [H. Melville, Moby Dick, Chap. 24).

A further illustration of the ambiguity of the term “synecdoche” s its
occasional use for the converse substitutions of the above two types: i.e.
the term for the whole for the part, and the general term for the particular.
Sometimes the latter is interpreted to mean ‘abstract property for posses-
sor of abstract property’, as in ‘Farewell, fair cruelty’ [ Twelfth Night, 1v].

9.1.2 Metaphor

METAPHOR is so central to our notion of poetic creation that it is often
treated as a phenomenon in its own right, without reference to other kinds
of transferred meaning. Yet I believe that it cannot be properly understood
unless seen against the background of the various other mechanisms of
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figurative expression. In fact, metaphor is associated with a particular rule
of transference, which we may simply call the ‘Metaphoric Rule’, and
which we may formulate: F= ‘like L’. That is, the figurative meaning F is
derived from the literal meaning L in having the sense ‘like L’, or perhaps
‘it is as if L’. We have already seen the twofold application of this rule to
‘a human elephant’; but perhaps the simplest kind of metaphor to use as
an illustration is that based on a clause structure with the verb to be:

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more: it is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.

[Macbeth, V.v]

At face value, this purports to be a series of definitions of life; but they are
plainly not the definitions for that term we would expect to find in a dic-
tionary. In the literal parts of our minds, we know well enough that life is
not a walking shadow, nor a poor player, nor a tale told by an idiot. We
therefore realize that cither the one or the other, the definiendum or the de-
finition, is to be taken in a figurative sense. With the aid of the metaphoric
rule, we actually understand ‘Life is a walking shadow’ as ‘Life is like a
walking shadow’, or ‘Life is, as it were, a walking shadow’. In notional
terms, ‘life” is the TENOR of the metaphor — that which is actually under
discussion — and the purported definition ‘a walking shadow’ is its vBHICLE
- that is, the image or analogue in terms of which the tenor is represented.®
Metaphor, in these terms, may be seen as a pretence — making believe that
tenor and vehicle are identical. But as many writers have observed, the
pretence often seems more serious and more real than the ‘real” world of
literal understanding. Macbeth’s very words are appropriate (though not
his sentiments) : ‘life’ may seem to be a mere ‘shadow’ of the inner reality
captured through metaphor. Nevertheless, from a linguistic point of view,
the literal meaning is always basic, and the figurative meaning derived.

Naturally enough, metaphoric transference can only take place if some
likeness is perceived between tenor and vehicle. This brings us to the third
notional element of metaphor: the GrounD of the comparison.* Every
metaphor is implicitly of the form ‘X is like Y in respect of Z’, where X is
the tenor, Y the vehicle, and Z the ground. Reading ‘human clephant’ so
that elephant is figurative, we most commonly take Z to be either clumsi-
ness or long memory. In similes such as ‘His face was as white as a sheet’,
tenor, vehicle, and ground are all explicitly mentioned.
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9.1.3 Metonymy

Definitions of the figure METONYMY are often broad enough to include the
preceding two tropes synecdoche and metaphor. Webster’s Third New In-
ternational Dictionary, for instance, calls it ‘A figure of speech that consists
in using the name of one thing for that of something clse with which it is
associated’. This covers all rules of transference, including that of meta-
phor, since similarity is a form of association. However, in practice meto-
nymy is treated as a residual category including all varieties of transference
of meaning apart from those separately classed as synecdoche or metaphor.
Thus the first examples I gave of rules of transference in §9.1 are standard
examples of metonymy: “The whole village rejoiced’; ‘I've been reading
Dickens’; etc. Webster gives, as further examples from common usage,
‘lands belonging to the crown’ (concrete symbol representing abstract in-
stitution) and ‘ogling the heavily mascaraed skirt at the next table’ (article
of clothing for person wearing it). One can very often give a literal para-
phrase of a sentence containing metonymy simply by inserting one or two
extra words: ‘I've been reading the works of Dickens’.

In literature, metonymy is often overlooked because of the more power-
ful effect of metaphor, but is all the same extremely important. From

Tennyson, who provided the ‘kneeling hamlet’ example of §9.1, are taken
these further illustrations:

the sinless years
That breathed beneath the Syrian blue.
[In Memoriam, LI
(A reference to the life of Christ; ‘the sinless years’ is approximately equi-
valent to ‘the years lived by one who was sinless, and who breathed . . J)

Led on the gray-hair’d wisdom of the east.
‘ [The Holy Grail]
(‘gray-hair’d wisdom’= ‘gray-hair’d possessors of wisdom’, i.c. sages.)

And all the pavement stream’d with massacre.
‘ [ The Last Tournament)
(‘with massacre’= ‘with the blood of massacre’.)

Metonymy can be regarded as a kind of ellipsis: its obvious advantage in
poetry is its conciseness. Yet as with metaphor and synecdoche, the ex-
panded paraphrase seems to fail in capturing the immediacy of superim-~
posed images, the vivid insight, which is characteristic of figurative expres-
sion. With “sinless years” we feel that the perfection of Christ’s life has
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somehow been transferred by contagion to the years through which he
lived; with ‘gray-hair'd wisdom’ we somchow sce wisdom and hoary-
headedness merging into a single indivisible quality. The compressed al-
lusive character of metonymy is well expressed in the following quotation
by G. Esnault, which also perceptively sums up the relation between
metonymy and metaphor: ‘ Metonymy does not open new paths like meta~
phorical intuition, but, taking too familiar paths in its stride, it shortens
distances so as to facilitate the swift intuition of things already known.’®

9.2 ASPECTS OF METAPHOR

In a simile, the two things to be compared and (sometimes) the ground of
the comparison are spelt out in succession: the comparison itself, too, is
made explicit by means of such constructional clements as like, as. . .as,
more . . . than. But in a metaphor, these three parts of the analogy have to
be hypothesized from ‘what is there’ in the text. Moreover, the separation
of tenor and vehicle is not usually so clear as in a definitional metaphor like
‘Life’s but a walking shadow’. This is why it is useful to have a technique
for analysing metaphors, like that set out in the following section. It should
be made clear that this is not a procedure for discovering a metaphor, or of
finding out its significance — because of the subjective element of figura~
tive interpretation, it would be vain to look for such a procedure. On the
contrary, we must assume that we already understand the metaphor; our
task is to analyse and to explain what we understand. For clarity’s sake, the
method of analysis will be set out as a sequence of directions to the reader.

9.2.1 How to Analyse a Metaphor
Let us take these three examples of metaphor for analysis:

[4] But ye loveres, that bathen in gladnesse
[Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde, 1]

[6] Some time walking, not unseen,
By hedge-row elms, on hillocks green,
Right against the eastern gate,
Where the great sun begins his state
[Milton, L’ Allegro]

[c] The sky rejoices in the morning’s birth
[Wordsworth, Resolution and Independence]



IS4  CHAPTER NINE

Stage I: SEPARATE LITERAL FROM FIGURATIVE USE

Decide which parts of the metaphoric expression are taken figuratively
(they are in italics in the examples above); then separate them by setting
them out on different lines. The Jjump from literal to figurative meaning, or
vice versa, occurs at a point where literal interpretation is baffled, usually
by a violation of selection restrictions. The lines as set out below are
labelled ‘L’ (=‘literal’) and ‘F’ (=‘figurative’). What appears on cach
line should on its own make literal sense —i.e. should not involve any absur-
dities.

[q]
(4]

L: But ye loveres, thaty———— , gladnesse
E: ., ,»»  bathen in
L
F

: the eastern—— ,where the great sun begins,,

Y i) gate [T T 3 T gy hiS state

[c] L: The skys———— the morning,,
E: rejoices it —————"s birth

Ditto marks are placed bencath words which belong equally to the literal
as to the figurative interpretation. In example [a], the lovers can literally
bathe, just as they can literally experience gladness. Hence ‘But ye lovers,
that .. " is merely an introductory context for ‘bathen in gladnesse’ — the
dittos indicate that it is strictly not part of the metaphor. The blanks, on

the other hand, signify textual gaps in the literal or in the figurative inter-
pretation.

Stage II: CONSTRUCT TENOR AND VEHICLE, BY POSTULATING
SEMANTIC ELEMENTS TO FILL IN THE GAPS OF THE LITERAL
AND FIGURATIVE INTERPRETATIONS

Replace the blanks by a rough indication of what elements of meanin
might reasonably fill the gaps. Both the top line and the bottom line
should now make complete ‘litcral sense” on their own. The top line now
represents the tenor (* TEN’) and the bottom line the vehicle (‘ VEH ) of
the metaphor. This method shows clearly that tenor and vehicle, i.e. the
things compared in the metaphor, are not usually identified with the
literal or figurative senses of particular words: often one whole clause is
placed in opposition to another. The tenor is the literal part of the expres-
sion with its reconstructed literal context, and the vehicle is the figurative
part of the expression, together with ifs reconstructed context.

[a] TEN: But ye loveres, that | [fecl] f gladnesse
VEH: ,, ,, ., »» | bathen in | [water, etc]
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[6] TEN: the eastern :[ part], where the great +  sun | begins 1 [ its
| oof | ! ! L] daily
| the | ; E ' | course
Ly | o
VEH: ,, ., . gate + ., , ., .[king]l: ,, 1  his
; ! | etc |1 i state
[c] TEN: The sky | [looks bright at] : the morning’s | [beginning]

[animate] ’s'  birth

1
1
1
i
1

VEH: [animatc] rejoices in

As a general principle, make the ‘gap-fillers’ (the parts in squ'at,e(brackcts)
as unspecific as you reasonably can. Thus following l.)athen in’ in [a] any
kind of liquid would be appropriate, although water is the most obvious
choice. In [b], the figurative counterpart of ‘sun’ might bc.a king, or some
other kind of dignitary. In [c], the gap-filler ‘animate’ is used twice to
fill out the vehicle, for there is no reason here to restrict the class of mean-
ings allowed in these positions by the selection conditions of rejoice, w%xi‘ch
demands an animate subject, and birth, which demandsananimate genitive
complement. The tenor and vehicle should not be made any more precise
than is warranted by rules of selection and appropriateness of context.
Another rule is: avoid if at all possible inserting a further figurative ex-
pression. To use figurative language in expounding tenor and vehicle is
merely to multiply one’s task by explaining one metaphor by another.

Stage 1I: STATE THE GROUND OF THE METAPHOR -

The ground of a metaphor is more clearly scen once we have 1§01':¢te<.i tenor
and vehicle. To find it, we simply ask the question: “What similarity can
be discerned between the top and bottom lines of the analysis?” How we
answer this is very much a question of personal intuition; I therefore do
not ask the reader to agree with the following suggestions, but merely to
accept that they offer one possible analysis of cach example.

[a] The lovers® attitude to gladness is that they wholcheartedly commit
themselves to it. Gladness becomes their element — they see nothing l?c-
yond it. Their delight is simple, uncomplicated, untarnished by worry, like
that of a person enjoying the water - the natural gift of God.

[6] There is an obvious resemblance between the st?n'and a kingi we look
up to both; both are powerful, being capable of giving and tkamg away
life; both are glorious and of dazzling brightness (the one literally, the
other metaphorically). The eastern quarter of the sky is like a gate because
it is the sun’s ‘entrance’ to the sky.
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[c] Here are two separate comparisons; that between the brightness or
clearness of the sky, and a person’s rejoicing; and that between dawn and
a birth. The second is the simpler: the connection is plainly that both are
beginnings — dawn is the beginning of day, and birth the beginning of life.
The first comparison rests on a commonplace metaphorical link between
visual brightness and ‘brightness’ in the sense of cheerfulness, happiness;
liveliness. On a less superficial level, these metaphors, which attribute life
to inanimate things, are justified by Wordsworth’s philosophy of nature.

9.2.2 Simile and Metaphor

Simile is an overt, and metaphor a covert comparison. This means that for
cach metaphor, we can devise a roughly corresponding simile, by
writing out tenor and vehicle side by side, and indicating (by like or some
other formal indicator) the similarity between them. ‘The ship ploughs
the waves’, a stock classroom metaphor, may be translated into a simile as
follows: “The ship goes through the waves like a plough ploughing the
land.’ Example [c] above can be translated: ‘The sky looks bright at dawn,
like someone rejoicing in a birth.’

However, this equivalence, this translatability between metaphor and
simile, should not obscure important differences between the two:

[a] A metaphor, as we noted carlier of metonymy, is generally more con-
cise and immediate than the corresponding literal version, because of the
superimposition, in the same piece of language, of tenor and vehicle.,

[] A simile, conversely, is generally more explicit than metaphor. ‘That
bathen in gladnesse’, for instance, does not tell us exactly what gladness is
compared to. Instead, there is a bundle of interrelated possibilities: the sea,
a lake, water generally, some other liquid, etc. But in translating into
simile, we have to make up our minds which of these is intended. The very
circumstantiality of simile is a limitation, for the ability of metaphor to
allude to an indefinite bundle of things which cannot be adequately sum-
marized gives it its extraordinary power to ‘open new paths’ of expres-
sion.”

[c] Simile can specify the ground of the comparison: in ‘I wandered lonely
as a cloud’, loneliness is stated as the property which the speaker and a
cloud have in common. Also a simile can specify the manner of comparison,
which may, for example, bea relationship of inequality, as wellas equality:
‘In number more than are the quivering leaves/Of Ida’s forest’
[IT Tamburlaine, T11. V]. It is more flexible, in this respect, than metaphor.®
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[d] Metaphor, on the othcr hand, is inexplicit Witl} {fcgard to both the
ground of comparison, and the things compared. Tln.s is not 01.11y a matter
of indefiniteness, as noted in [b] above, but of ambiguity. Consider the line
“This sca that bares her bosom to the moon’ [Wordsworth, The World is
too much with us]. Taking ‘bares her bosom’ to be figurative, we construct
the skeleton tenor ‘This sea that does-something-or-other to the moon’.
We then might theoretically entertain the following possible literal rela-
tionships between sea and moon:

1. The sea reflects-the-image-of the moon
2. The sea is-spread-out-underncath the moon
3. The sea is~-made-visible-by the moon
4. The sea is-tidally-affected-by the moon
etc.

Two factors help us to climinate all but the most appropriate choices: one
is context, and the other is the principle, which we unconsciously follow,
of making the tenor as similar to the vehicle as is feasible; i.c. of ma.ximizing
the ground of the comparison. Both factors conspire to climinate (4),
which is utterly inappropriate; the second factor also eliminates (1}. We are
left, then, with an interpretation of ‘bares her bosom” which is something
like a blend of (2) and (3) : roughly ‘the sea which lies stretched out and open
to view by the light of the moon’. Hence it is an important difference be-
tween simile and metaphor that in metaphor, because both ground and
tenor are to some cxtent unknown, the determination of a ground may
logically precede the determination of a tenor. In retrospect, we can now
sec why the three stages of analysis in §9.2.1 should not be confused with
stages in the psychological process of understanding a metaphor: the
ground should not be thought of as necessarily the last thing to be estab-
lished.

Simile and metaphor have complementary virtues. Poets quite often
take advantage of both by producing a hybrid comparison, in which
simile and metaphor are combined. An example of such a blend is Words-
worth’s

The City now doth, like a garment, wear
The beauty of the morning
[Sonnet composed upon Westminster Bridge]

in which wear is used figuratively, whereas garment is introduced by a
simile.®
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9.2.3 Notional Classes of Metaphor'

It would be futile to attempt a full typology of metaphors according to the
relation of meaning between literal and figurative senses. Nevertheless,
certain types of semantic connection have been traditionally recognized as
more important than others. They include:

[a] The Concretive Metaphor, which attributes concreteness or physical exis-
tence to an abstraction: ‘the pain of separation’, ‘the light of learning’, ‘a
vicious circle’, ‘room for negotiation’, etc.

[6] The Animistic Metaphor, which attributes animate characteristics to the
. . ‘
inanimate: ‘an angry sky’, ‘graves yawned’, ‘killing half-an-hour’, “the

shoulder of the hill’, etc.

[c] .The Humanizing ("Anthropomorphic’) Metaphor, which attributes charac-
teristics of humanity to what is not human: ‘This Sriendly river’, ‘laughing
valleys’, “his appearance and manner speak eloguently for him’.

[d] The Synaesthetic Metaphor, which transfers meaning from one domain
of sensory perception to another: ‘warm colour’, ‘dull sound’, “loud per-
fume’, [Donne, Elegy IV], “Till ev’n his beams sing, and my music shine’
[Herbert, Christmas].1*

Categories [a], [b], and [c] overlap, because humanity entails animacy,
and animacy entails concreteness. The familiar poetic device of PERsONI-
FICATION, whereby an abstraction is figuratively represented as human
(c.g- “Authority forgets a dying king’, Tennyson, The Passing of Arthur)
actually combines all three categories.

These categories reflect the tendency of metaphors to explain the more
undifferentiated areas of human experience in terms of the more immedi-
ate. We make abstractions tangible by perceiving them in terms of the con-
crete, physical world; we grasp the nature of inanimate things more vividly
by breathing life into them; the world of nature becomes more real to us
when we project into it the qualities we recognize in ourselves. Metaphors
in the reverse direction are less common, and have a flavour of singularity.
Thus dehumanizing metaphors, which ascribe animal or inanimate proper-
ties to a human being, frequently have a ring of contempt:

You blocks, you stones, you worse than senseless things!
[Julius Caesar, Li]
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or of ironic disparagement:

I found you as a morsel, cold upon
Dead Caesar’s trencher.

[Antony and Cleopatra, 111xiii]

It is the difference between tenor and vehicle, rather than their similarity
that comes to the attention in these cases.

9.2.4 Extended Metaphor

An EXTENDED METAPHOR is 2 metaphor which is developed by a number of
different figurative expressions, extending perhaps over several lines of
poetry. In the following, a whole series of literal absurdities is explained
by the same comparison between a mental experience and a physical ex-
perience:

I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;
I fled Him, down the arches of the years;
I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways
Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears
I hid from Him, and under running laughter.
Up vistaed hopes, I 'sped;
And shot, precipitated
Adown Titanic glooms of chasmed fears.

[Francis Thompson, The Hound of Heaven]

This is the beginning of a poem which explores, in a striking way, the
image of the love of God as an animal hunting the human soul. The whole
of man’s inner life then becomes translated in spatial terms: ‘down the
arches of the years’ makes us see the succession of years as (perhaps) an
arcade or a vaulted passage; ‘under running laughter’ makes laughter into
a waterfall; hopes become hills and valleys fears in this topographical ac-
count of the human mind. The tenor and vehicle which are invoked by the
first line are merely continued and elaborated in the lines that follow.

9.2.5 Compound Metaphor and Mixed Metaphor

The ‘mixed metaphor’, like the ‘split infinitive’, has been such a shibboleth
of bad style, that we have to be careful not to confuse it with compounD
METAPHOR, a perfectly legitimate and frequently powerful device of poetic
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expression. A compound metaphor consists in the overlapping of two or
more individual metaphors. It is by no means confined to highly concen
trated anfi elliptical styles of poetic writing, but occurs even i%l };ssa es }
verse which are fairly easy to follow and understand, such as thife t; et
which Byron addresses himself to the ocean: , T

U.nchangcable, save to thy wild waves’ play,
Time writes no wrinkle in thine azure brow:
Such as creation’s dawn beheld, thou rollest now.

[Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, V]

In the s?cond of these three lines, there are two ‘humanizing’ metaphors:
the. sca 1s personified in “thine azure brow’, and time in ‘T%me wrilzcs 11'15-
wrinkle’. However, these two metaphors do not operate at the same levcl(T
at the level where we imagine the sea as a person, we do not cénccivc £
time as lithaHy writing wrinkles on this person’s brow — that would ir?—
deed be an incongruous metaphor. Rather, writes is still figurative on th
level where brow is literal. Hence we need to replace the standard tw i
?aycr z.malysis of metaphor into tenor and vehicle by a three-layer anal sios-
in which the middle layer, containing wrinkle and brow, is fi Lzlrative v}s,/ith,
respect to the azure sea, and literal with respect to the V\’rritingg of Time:

L; Time azure '

FI/L.". ”»

no wrinkle on thiné brow

Fo_rites ,, »”
A rough Stage IT of the analysis is:

TEN,  Time

[' causes no indentation } azure [surface]
'
'

:

5 to appear on the sea’s
VEHI} ! [causes-to-
TEN, ” i | appear :!

]
t
1]
1 . kl ; ! l : '
no vwrinkle on' thi 211
[ )
: womithine; [2] ibrow
11 H 1 ¢

1 1

] )
H 1

'.: [a piece of papcr]

stone, etc,

VEH, [somcbody]i  writes

3

[lines]

<

T
]
1
i
]
)
1
]

1
]

1
[

1

Thus we have two tenors and two vehicles, but in the middle laver the
tenor of one metaphor and the vehicle of another are collapsed inZo one
:I‘hxs analysis, however crude and tentative, shows how the two se aratc;
images co-exist: that of a brow without wrinkles, and that of a Person
writing on some kind of writing surface. There is no reason, aparf from
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ease of comprehension, why compound metaphors containing four or even
more layers of analysis should not be built up in this way.

Expressions that we condemn as mixed metaphors, on the other hand,
occur when dead metaphors, which have lost their imaginative force, are
brought incongruously together so that a conflict in their literal meanings,
which normally go unnoticed, is forced upon our attention. Corpses so in-
decently exhumed have, needless to say, no place in serious poetry. Comi-
cally exaggerated examples are: “The hand that rocked the cradle has
kicked the bucket’; ‘The boot is on the other kettle of fish’; “The ship of
state is at last getting down to brass tacks and putting its best foot forward
in the teeth of adversity.’

Although in theory one would like compound metaphors and dead
metaphors to be distinct, in practice one has to recognize that there is no
clear-cut boundary between them, precisely because there is no clear-cut
division between ‘living” and ‘dead’” metaphors. To a modern reader,
Hamlet’s ‘to take arms against a sca of troubles’ may have something of the
awkwardness of the mixed-metaphor, because ‘to take (up) arms against’
is a cliché expression for ‘to oppose’.

9.2.6 Symbolism and Allegory

We have approached metaphor by way of absurdity: metaphor, that is,
has been treated as one of the possible answers to an enigma posed by ap-
parent nonsense. It is now time to modify this point of view, by acknow-
ledging that literal absurdity is not the only path that can lead to a figura-
tive interpretation. Christine Brooke-Rose, who makes this clear in her
important book A Grammar of Metaphor,*? notes how many proverbs are
ambiguous as to literal or metaphorical interpretation. ‘A rolling stone
gathers no moss” and ‘Empty vessels make the most sound” are both true,
if trite, as literal propositions; as proverbs, however, we understand them
to refer figuratively to human character.*3

Miss Brooke-R ose uses the following extract to illustrate the same point

in poetry:
Stop playing, poet! May a brother speak?. ..
But why such long prolusion and display,
Such turning and adjustment of the harp,
And taking it upon your breast, at length,
Only to speak dry words across its strings?
[Browning,  Transcendentalism’]
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There was a time, she says, when poets actually played harps, so that this
might be animagined scene literally recounted by Browning. Moreover, the
‘brother’ might even be a literal brother, a sibling of the poet. But in fact
we understand things differently. Browning, we assume, is talking about a
brother-poet, viz. Browning himself as a fellow artist. We also take it
that the poet’s harp is not a literal harp, but his medium of artistic expres-
sion — his language. It is not a question of rejecting one interpretation as
unacceptable, but rather of preferring one of two acceptable solutions to
the other.

This optional extension, as it were, of the meaning from literal to figura-
tive is what we associate with sYMBOLISM. Symbols in common use, such
as ‘lamp’= ‘learning’, ‘star’= ‘constancy’, ‘flame’= ‘passion’, are as-
signed their underlying meaning by custom and familiarity. There need
not, therefore, be any linguistic indication of what the tenor is, or of why
the term cannot be taken at its face value. The most interesting symbols,
poetically, are metaphorical ~i.c. X (the symbol) stands for Y because X
resembles Y — but many of the more conventional ones are metonymic: for
example, ‘coffin” and “skull” as the symbols of death.

It is difficult to say exactly how, when there is a choice between literal
and figurative readings, one is preferred to the other. Sometimes conven-
tion is the operative factor, and sometimes context. The ‘mental set’ of the
reader is also important. The adjustment we make, when we turn from
reading, say, a newspaper to reading poetry (especially the poetry of certain
poets), includes expecting symbolic interpretations to arise. There is fur-
thermore some impingement of artistic judgment on interpretation, in that
poets rely on the reader to select the aesthetically most acceptable solution.
We shall return to this in §r2.3.3.

Poets frequently adapt and develop their own symbols, instead of rely-
ing on traditional ones. These may be esoteric, like those of Yeats and
Blake, or made transparent by the poet’s exposition, like the symbol of
‘grass’ in this short poem by Carl Sandburg:

Grass
Pile the bodies high at Austerlitz and Waterloo.
Shovel them under and let me work
I am the grass; I cover all.

And pile them high at Gettysburg

And pile them high at Ypres and Verdun.

Shovel them under and let me work.

Two years, ten years, and passengers ask the conductor:
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What place is this?
Where are we now?

I am the grass
Let me work.

Here, as in metaphor generally, the tenor is not prccisc,_bccausc r.10t ex-
plicit. Is it merely forgetfulness of the past in general that is symbohzegi by
the grass? Or is it forgetfulness of the pity and honour due to t.he dead? O’r
forgetfulness of hostility, of the horror of war, of the enormity ?f mz;)n $
past deeds, of past glory? The poem does not answer these questions, but
leaves them for the reader’s judgment. ‘

ALLEGORY stands in the same relation to an individual symbol. as ex-
tended metaphor does to simple metaphor: in fact, an al.lcgory might be
described as a ‘multiple symbol’, in which a number of different syn?bols,
with their individual interpretations, join together to make a total inter-
pretation. So considered, an allegory on superficial intcrprf':tatlon may bea
story (like Pilgrim’s Progress) or a description (!1kc the various portraits of
Marvell’'s The Gallery). It partakes of the ambivalence ax_ld n?dc.tcxtrmnacy
we have noted in ordinary symbolism. It may als'o contain Wlthm itself no
overt linguistic indication of its underlying .51gmﬁ.cancc, bcn.lg thus com-
pletely cut loose from the anchorage of literal interpretation. A naive
reader may well take an allegory at its face v.alue as a simple narrative.
However, it is a convention of allegory that a hint c?f the tenor, the under-
lying sense, should be allowed to peep tl.lrough, in the form of proper
names like Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest [Piers I?lowman]; Mr Great-heart,
Vanity Fair, the Slough of Despond [Pilgrim’s Progress]; the House of
Holiness, the Bower of Bliss [ The Faerie Queene]. o

The lack of overt linguistic clues for symbolic and allegorical interpre-
tations should perhaps remind us that we have togchcd on a topic whéch
goes beyond linguistics and beyond thf{ scope of tl%xs book into thebbrloa 63
subject of the psychology of symboh%m in fl]l its forms. Sym oi an
allegories may be expressed by non-linguistic means —‘for example, in
painting; and the principle of tran.sfcrr.cd meaning, which we Eegaﬁ tlo
look at in a purely linguistic light, is wide e‘nough to cmE?race the whole
area of artistic communication, whether in literature, music, or art.
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Examples for discussion

Study the‘ﬁ'gurative element of the following poems, analysing metaphors into
tenor, vehicle, and ground in the manner sct out in §g.2.1.

[4] The Rainy Summer

There’s much afoot in heaven and carth this year;
The winds hunt up the sun, hunt up the moon,
Trouble the dubious dawn, hasten the drear
Height of a thrcatcning noon.

No breath of boughs, no breath of leaves, of fronds
May linger or grow warm; the trees are loud;
The forest, rooted, tosses in her bonds,
And strains against the cloud.

No scents may pause within the garden-fold;
The rifled flowers are cold as ocean-shells;
Bees, humming in the storm, carry their cold

Wild honey to cold cells.
[Alice Meynell, 1847-1922)
[6] Oread

whirl up, sea —

whirl your pointed pines,

splash your great pines

on our rocks,

hurl your green over us,

cover us with your pools of fir.
[H.D, 1886-1961]

[] Sonnet 65
Since brass, nor stone, nor earth, nor boundless sea,
But sad mortality o’ersways their power,
How with this rage shall beauty hold a plea
Whose action is no stronger than a lower?
O, how shall summer’s honey breath hold out
Against the wreckful siege of battering days,
When rocks impregnable are not so stout,
Nor gates of steel so strong, but Time decays?
O fearful meditation ! where, alack,
Shall Time’s best jewel from Time’s chest lie hid?
Or what strong hand can hold his swift foot back?
Or who his spoil of beauty can forbid?
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O, none, unless this miracle have might,
That in black ink my love may still shine bright.
[Shakespeare]
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Honest Deceptions

Our object now is to study the three tropes HypersOLE (the figure of over-
statement), LITOTES (the figure of understatement), and 1roNy. They are all
connecfted in that in a sense they misrepresent the truth: hyperbole distorts
by saying too much, understatement by saying too little, and irony often
takes the form of saying or implying the opposite of what one feels to be
the case.

Since the question of truth and falschood has been raised, it is worth-
while pausing here to think about the place of these notions in literature.
Plato’s accusation that poets merely present an illusion of real events has
been an important theme in the history of literary criticism; but we no
longer expect a poet to ‘tell the truth’ in the same sense as the historian,
hoping instead that he will lead us to a more profound kind of truth which
cludes bald factual statement. One of the chief devices for attaining this
deeper truth is the device of fiction, whereby a writer invents an imaginary
world of people and events to be manipulated at his will. We must there-
fore keep separate in our minds the division between fact and fiction on
the one hand, and on the other, the distinction between truth and falsehood
as its applies, for example, to newspaper reports or judicial evidence. Still
further, we must bear in mind that if we say hyperbole distorts the truth,
we mean it belies the state of affairs we actually understand to exist either
in the real world, or in the imaginary, fictional world created by the poet.
So, for example, when Tamburlaine says:

I'hold the fates bound fast in iron chains
And with my hand turn fortune’s wheel about . . .
[I Tamburlaine, 1ii]
we judge this to be hyperbole by reference not to the historical Tambur-

}aine, but to the dramatic situation in which Marlowe’s Tamburlaine utters
it - viz. at the beginning of his career, when he is a brigand in charge of a
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mere five hundred men. We recognize it as, so to speak, ‘in excess of the
situation’, whether that situation is factual or fictional.

H. W. Fowler defines hyperbole as the use of exaggerated terms “for the
sake not of deception, but of emphasis’.* The proviso that the audience or
reader should be aware of the true state of affairs applies to all three figures
— otherwise their effect is Jost. Hence the title of this chapter is ‘Honest
Deceptions’. ‘A little incident in which five or six people received scratches’
would not be litotes (rhetorical understatement) if it were used to deceive
the world as to the seriousness of a battle. But it would be if it were used by
a modest soldier who wanted to underestimate his prowess, or by someone
intending to deflate the boast of one of the participants, assuming the true
proportions of the battle were known to his audience. Translating this into
terms of effect, rather than intention, we may say that rhetorical misrepre-
sentation must be accompanied by some evidence that it is not to be taken
at its face value. As with metaphor, we usually arrive at the underlying
interpretation by rejecting the literal one as unacceptable or incredible in
the circumstances.

10.1 HYPERBOLE AND LITOTES

To illustrate these general points, let us now take a closer look at the two
contrasting devices of hyperbole and litotes.

10.1.1 Hyperbole

Exaggeration in colloquial talk is often incredible because at variance with
known fact. ‘He’s got acres and acres of garden’ is an overstatement if we
happen to know that the plot indicated is no more than one acre in extent.
We are then able to judge that the speaker means no more than ‘He hasa
very large garden’. In other cases, an exaggerated statement is not just in-
credible in the given situation but in any situation — because outside the
bounds of possibility. ‘ She’s as old as the hills” is an assertion which cannot
be swallowed whole under any circumstances. The nineteenth-century
humorist Sydney Smith is supposed to have said to a neighbour: ‘Heat,
ma’am ! It was so dreadful here that I found there was nothing left for it but
to take off my flesh and sit in my bones.’? The lady addressed would have
been under no necessity to find out whether the remark was true or not, as
its content was too fantastic to be believed. Such absurdities occur, with
more serious intent, in literature: Miranda, in The Tempest [Lii], urges her
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father to continue his narrative of their misfortunes with ‘ Your tale, sir,
would cure deafness’. ,

Hyperbole, like the other two figures, is frequently concerned with per-
sonal values and sentiments: that is, with making subjective claims which,
however exaggerated, we could not verify unless we were somehow able
to get inside the cranium of the person about whom the claims are made.
The addressee has to rely entirely on the general standards of society and on
his knowledge of the speaker in judging the truth of such claims. When
Cob, in Every Man in His Humour [1V.ii] says ‘I do honour the very flea of
his dog’, he maintains that his esteem for the man is so great that it extends
also to the man’s dog, and not only to the dog, but even to the flea batten-
ing on the dog’s blood. No one could take it upon himself to refute such
an extravagant claim, which can be necither proved nor disproved. But if
we change the issue from a question of truth into a question of belicf, then
clearly the most credulous of mortals would treat it as absurd.

Some might say the same about Hamlet’s outburst, when after leaping
into the open grave of Ophelia, he counters the shrill rhetoric of her brother
Laertes with: :

Iloved Ophelia: forty thousand brothers
Could not, with all their quantity of love,
Make up my sum.

[Hamlet, V.ii]

However, Hamlet might reply that this is no exaggeration. He wants to
assert that his love is limitless in quantity and unique in quality: that it can
by no means be weighed against anyone else’s, not even a brother’s. The
conversational hyperbole of ‘I wouldn’t go through that door for a million
pounds’ is of similar cffect. The intention of the speaker is to tell us that
however big the inducement, he would stay away: so he thinks of some
enormously large figure to represent the maximum. We would scarcely
expect him to agree on an exact figure (say £1, 500,000) for which hewould
change his mind. Subjective statements of this kind may seem like exagger-
ations from the point of view of an onlooker, but from the speaker’s view-
point may be utterly serious.

10.1.2 Litotes or Rhetorical Understatement

The figure of understatement, litotes, is by no means so prominent in
literature as hyperbole: perhaps because it has none of the potential absur-
dity of the other tropes. Whereas hyperbole is a figure which stretches,
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perhaps almost to breaking point, t.hc communicative resourcci)s. of the
language, it is difficult to see how a failure to say enough abou; ; su Jeclt can
overstep the bounds of reason or acceptability. Thc. cﬂ'c?t of litotes t 1cr:::-
fore depends a great deal on what we know of the situation. 11}11 c19nt§ast 0
the hyperbole of Hamlet’s harangue fro_m th(? grave of Qp c 1:1,f 1n0‘,N
quote a rather more characteristic litotes in which he describes his father:

He was a man, take him for all in all,
I shall not look upon his like again.

[Hamlet, Lii]

From what we learn by Hamlet’s behaviour tlltOngllOUt the play, it is clear
that these words do not do justice to his feclings. It is not t{hat the statement
is untrue: rather, it is true in the manner of a platitude — it reveals nothing
of the emotion that Hamlet expresses elsewhere. -

The term ‘litotes’ is sometimes reserved for a partiﬁ:ular kind of ur{dg—
statement in which the speaker uses a negative exp‘rc’ssmn thr,e a pos;mvc
one would have been more forceful and direct: ‘It's not bad’ ; ‘He’s no
Hercules’; ‘She’s no oil painting’; *She’s not exactly a pauper’; etc. These
resemble the example from Hamlet in that they are not so much untrue as
non-committal. They are statements Whid‘l ascribe to somebody or sonlle—
thing a particular position on an evaluative scale —in the last case, that

[ 31 3 3
represented by the antonymy ‘rich’/*poor’.

rich poor

To indicate the positive meaning ‘rich’, we take the term pauper and
negate it: ‘not a pauper’. But as pauper refers to the extreme p?smon a;
the poverty end of the scale, its negation refers.to ic whole of t Ec 1r“zst o

the scale. The part designated by the word rich is only part of this re-

mainder:

rich poor
ol
rich _ )
not a pauper a pauper

¢ . .10
Hence, although the speaker intends us to understand §h? is rich’, he
leaves open, in what he says, the question of whether she is rich or not.
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10.1.3 The Uses of Hyperbole and Litotes

Inso faras they mainly apply to evaluative meaning, hyperbole and litotes
serve to colour the expression of personal fcelings and opinions, which may

, and so implies a desire to suppress
or conceal one’s true attitude; but paradoxically this may, like hyperbole,

be a mode of intensification, suggesting that the speaker’s feelings are too
deep for phin expression. Because of its two-layer significance— superficial
indifference and underlying commitment - litotes is often treated as a cate-
gory of irony. The ironical Import is scen, for example, in the stoical flip-

pancy of Mercutio’s reference to his fatal wound in Romeo and Juliet
[IIL]

"Tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church-

door, but 'tis enough,
"twill serve.

Hyperbole is typically used in eulogy, and litotes in disparagement. In
everyday speech, they represent antithetical postures, and tend to go with
contrasting philosophical attitudes: optimism and idealism in the case of
hyperbole, pessimism and Cynicism in the case of litotes. An association of
sex may even be suggested: hyperbole scems predominantly a characteris-
tic of female speech and litotes of male speech, so that ‘It wasn’t too bad’ as
an expression of approval would almost certainly come froma man, and ‘I
was absolutely fabulous’ from a woman, When we interpret such remarks
as exaggerated or understated, we recognize not so much the discrepancy
with truth (which may be subjective and inaccessible to observation) as the
posture itself, which is revealed through expectation of character, tone of
voice, and so on.
In poetry, hyperbole is often a means of celebrating human ideals — for
instance, ideals of love, of religion, or (as in the example from Tambur-
laine in §ro0.1.1 above) of worldly power. Perhaps it is in the expression of
religious ideals that the contrast between the standards of heart and soul on
the one hand and the standards of reason and common sense on the other

are most apparent. When St Peter asks [Matthew 18] how often he should
forgive his brother’s offences, Jesus re

plies ‘I say not unto thee, Until
seven times: but Until seventy times seven’, by spiritual standards, an
understatement for ‘always’.

Similarly, when George Herbert ends a
famous hymn

Even eternity is too short
To extol Thee,

b
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he sentiment is far-fetched by any sta.ndards. apphca.blc to .macx)l ;nl(a)trlé
;;;lied to God, and from a purely doctrinal point of view, it is n
thaf_l the trult% agh not a common feature of later Englis_h verse, is a stock
L'ltOtest: aht oo%et of the Anglo-Saxon period. Typical example; are
:ieVlCC 011 :ig lge ;Zmise her adornments’, said of the father ‘of St. jg;ana
nlcx)t atla tlenin Phcr with violent death [ Juliana, 118]; and ‘they di Ino}
e for war” sai% of cowards flecing from the field of bz%ttle [The Battle rzi
Can;df " VIVa;]’ This characteristic of style reflects the ethxF of warfaﬁrc ar; !
M;I) 10{1’ aglt .celebrated in Germanic heroic poetry: the ideal warrior cr <
aron do%l' ¢ If by deeds rather than words: his use of‘ languagc wzzs1
Fervee ncrlncsief ns%vc communicating his attitudes by implication rat ;;:r
Sliwes 32 enCchlarat,ion. In the Christian era, this ethic was adapted easily
::n?(‘;llg}}i tf the Christian heroism of saints and martyzs.

10.2 IRONY

i i otations it
A great deal has been written about irony, ?n‘d the chﬁ"crc:rfxtf c‘c:cr}n‘ tations i
fimcs in such phrases as ‘Socratic irony’, ‘the irony cl)) 211( , dramatic
i i a backgr
irony’.3 These matters are irrelevant here except as g
' . . - . rn.
purely linguistic study, which is my main conce

10.2.1 The Mask of Irony

i iin li i acteristic of lin-
e noted in litotes is char .

s two-level response which w ‘ ' of -
Th'ct!:::iviron asa v%holc H. W. Fowler in Modern English (gage descnc e
i .H. : . 5
o asa rZodc of expression which postulates a d’OL}blc au 1cnce},1ilst o
mln'?h is ‘in the know’ and aware of the speaker’s mteut;o'?l, w it the

hi : :
thher is naive enough to take the utterance at 1Es face vz}lu.e. ,usl scems t0
be a fitting account of what we understand 1}3)y dramz}tlc ergnirh; dud s
ing i ted by the: )
ioni i ing is meant to beapprecia y
o o n e linguistic irony does not so much
but not by someone on the stage. But ling irony does not 50 fnch
presupposle a double audience as a double rcsponst}:1 rim i
is of i i language is the human di
basis of irony as applied to . uman ¢ tion !
dThte ose, or to gut on a mask. The notion of a disguise is particu anz
opt a pose i
ae tli)nenlt) as it brings out [a] the element of concealmentl.f{n 1rodzre,SS ”
j i ou
Fb] the faét that what is concealed is meant to l?e found ogt. gsrmken o
as a rabbit at a fancy-dress ball, you do not intend to aclzl }r,nmeam  for 2
i i t norm
i the mask of irony is no
rabbit. In the same way, . ot to de-
ceive anyone ~ if it does, then it has had the wrong effect. When
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takes an ironical remark
at face value, we are justified i i
tak , alue, e justified in savir
failed to appreciate the irony’ of it ! ying that he s
Itisal ence of irony that
the ;oo?f th<‘: essence of 1rlony that it should criticize or disparage under
praise or neutrality. Hence its i i
The of prs mportance as a tool of satire.
pproval may be called the overr i
’ . Or DIRECT meaning, an
th; dlsz{pprfval E)ehmd the mask the coverr or OBLIQUE meaning B and
or . . :
Mk ;:mI: 1c1tly'slsakc, we 1may start with an example of the type of every
Irony to which we apply the term .
. SARCASM. Sarcasm consists i i
the opposite of what is i i  the intenis
s intended: saying something nice wj i
: ng nice with the intention
th:zit y(f)-tfr hjarer should understand something nasty. If I had a black eye
and a friend met me in the stre i I ’
cet with the remark ‘Don’t look
geous!’, I'should have to be extre i i ealize thac e
mely undiscerning not to reali
geous! . g o realize that the
il rcasco :lvv:}s to my lfemplorary disfigurement, not to my physical beauty
Or rejecting the overt meaning is its i ibili -
son for g 18 1ts incompatibility with th
context: in a different context, that of ‘boy meets girl’ 516 ov ' -
tat\l;n would be acceptable, if not mandatory. ’
. p .
fer ll:ovil sec ho‘w irony fits into the general pattern of tropes. A super-
Lo thscv‘lirnixtt_ylpiomts to an underlying interpretation; and as with hyper-
, 1al mterpretation may be rejected
it ed for one of ¢
[a] because it is unacceptable withi it it would be
ptable within the situation, or [6]b i
unacceptable in any situati i by sl
ion. The first type of in ity is i i
(e sareae oany sitatior P congruity is illustrated in
Just cited; the second, that which j
‘ : sec , ich is absurd or out-
ageous with respect to any context, is illustrated in the following :

ert interpre-

His designs were strictly h i
: y honourable, as the saying is:
that is, to rob a Iac!y of her fortune by way of}x’na%tia,ge.
[Fielding, Tom Jones, X1, 4]

Fieldi iti
mycgnfg l{(te're oﬂ};crs a dcf}gmon of honourable which blatantly conflicts with
: etinition that would be counten icti
anced by a dictionary-maker. S;
we cannot take what he sa i we i ) egase
: ys seriously, we infer that it i i
to the point of ridicul i i ishes 1o on
¢, of a point of view which he wi i :
T Dome of i which he wishes to disparage.
onic contrast between the word }
o tonourable, and s~
honourable conduct it is held to stand for. ’ the dis

The most valued type of literary irony is that which, like Fielding’s ;
Efli;cccstsmtoral or cthica‘l ?riticism. The kiid of nonscns’e ﬂ\:riiﬁlfﬁ::gvf;rllﬁ;
5 o pcrpctrflte 1s incredible not because it is factually absurd, as in

man elephant’, but because it outrages accepted values: ,

TI}tlft, thrift, Horatio ! The funeral baked meats

Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.

[Hamlet, Lii]

e
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In this speech Hamlet gives an ostensible motive for his mother’s hasty re-
marriage after his father’s death. What he suggests is that she wanted to
save the cost of a marriage banquet by using the left-overs of the funeral
repast. But this is so preposterous that no one could take it seriously for a
minute, Hamlet's unconcerned wordly wisdom, his apparent acceptance of
the monstrously thick-skinned behaviour he attributes to his mother, is a
mask which conceals his true sense of horror.

The writer most noted for this type of irony is Swift, who in the treatise
from which the following passage is taken, contends with apparent gravity
that the answer to the social problems in Ireland lies in cannibalism:

I have been assured by a very knowing American of my acquaintance in
London, that a young healthy child well nursed is at a year old a most
delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted,
baked, or boiled, and I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a
fricassee, or a ragout. [A Modest Proposal]

A serious argument in this vein would, needless to say, be unthinkable in
eighteenth-century England, as in any civilized society. It is this which, de-
spite Swift’s dead~pan reasonableness of manner, forces us to assume an
ironical interpretation.

In all these examples, it may be observed, the ironist adopts a tone which
is at variance with his true point of view, and which subtly sharpens the
edge of the irony. Swift methodically lists the various ways of preparing a
young child for the table as if careful to anticipate a gourmet’s objection
that it does not offer the same culinary delights as (say) veal or venison.
That is to say, he adopts the air of a rational man ready to foresee and
politely refute criticism, whilst appearing oblivious to the moral objec-
tions crying out for attention. In a rather similar way, Hamlet’s indiffer-
ence and Fielding’s bland acceptance of what he takes to be customary
usage are poses which exaggerate the enormity of what they say.

10.2.2 Irony and Metaphor
A close connection between irony and metaphor is seen in exampleslike this:

Hark ye, Clinker, you are the most notorious offender. You stand con-

victed of sickness, hunger, wretchedness, and want.
[Smollett, Humphrey Clinker, Letter to Sir Watkin Phillips, 24 May]

The phrase convicted of is so restricted in English that what follows it must
designate some kind of crime or misdemeanour: ‘convicted of arson’,
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¢ convicted of theft’, ‘convicted of riotous assembly’ are acceptable Eng-
lish expressions, but not ‘convicted of sickness’, ‘convicted of ha ines;g’
etc. This is, then, the kind of violation of selection restrictions whfc% most’
commonly produces metaphor. From the clash of conwicted of and sickness
etc., there arises the equation CRIME= MISFORTUNE, analogous to the e ua-,
tion of tenor and vehicle in metaphor, except that here it is the contrastf1 be-
tween the two that is brought to our attention, rather than their likeness
A second example comes from King Lear, and is spoken by Lear when
he meets Edgar in the guise of 2 Tom o’ Bedlam, and imagines him to

have, been brought to madness and destitution by his daughters, as in
Lear’s own case: ,

Is it the fashion that discarded fathers
Should have thus little mercy on their flesh?8

[MLiv]

Thc.: violation of selection restrictions here is the clash between discarded,
.W}:llch requires an inanimate object, and fathers, which is animate, A ain’
it is possible to analyse the line into overt and covert meanine ong the
pattern of analysis into tenor and vehicle proposed in §g.2.1: ¢ :

OVERT: s it the fashion that [rejected] fathers
COVERT: »» discarded [boots, etc.]

LR IS »

In this way, fathers become identified with outworn chattels (articles of
;ig:z;tf)iiyb;c;?é tcl:;:xz, Vi 6112:;:;11}7 outrageous implication t.hat we cannot
. : ccept Swift's treatment of children as if the
were livestock for fattening. Yet in the fictional situation, this is prcsum)j
ably an unconscious irony, as the demented Lear actually perceives, in the
mo;al anarchy surrounding him, an aged father and an old boot to be
cqun{alent. The bitterness of the irony is increased by the wording of Lear’s
question in such a way that discarding one’s father is represented
entirely normal thing to do. ’ o
.Th;?t metaphor and irony can arise from the same linguistic source-
violation of co-occurrence conditions — shows that they are both modes of
Interpretation; that is, they are not so much part of the text, as part of the

reader’s response to the text,
10.2.3 Innuendo

Aninnuendo is ‘an allusive remark concernin i i
| allu : : g a person or thing, especiall
of a depreciatorykind’.” This definition appears tosingle outa gpccgl kin()ir

i
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of ironic statement which is remarkable for what it omits rather than for
what it mentions. A woman who declared in court ‘My husband has been
sober several times in the past five years’ might gain a divorce with little
difficulty, although her declaration would technically not be an accusation
at all. The secret lies in her apparent assumption that drunkenness is the
natural and normal state of affairs, and that sobriety is unusual enough for
its occurrence to be noted and reckoned. The contrast between overt and
covert meanings, can here be traced to a contrast between overt and covert
presuppositions: the speaker’s eccentric presupposition that drunkenness is
the rule and sobriety the exception goes against the normal presupposition
that sobriety is the rule and drunkenness the exception. We interpret: ‘My
husband is a habitual drunkard.

Much humour has its basis in innuendo. Here, for example, is Sydney
Smith’s comment on Macaulay’s powers as a conversationalist: ‘He has
occasional flashes of silence that makes his conversation perfectly delight-
ful.’® The deliberately wrong-headed assumption is that consummate ex-
cellence in a good talker consists in not talking — which Macaulay, we
learn, achieved only on occasions. Hence silence in Macaulay is like so-
briety in the incbriate husband, something rare enough to be remarkable.

Now let us take an example from verse: a couplet in which Pope de-
scribes the end of municipal celebrations in London:

Now night descending, the proud scene was o’er,
But lived in Settle’s numbers one day more.
[ The Dunciad, I]

‘Settle’s numbers’ are the verses of one of Pope’s lesser contemporaries.
Pope tells us that Settle, far from immortalizing the event in his poetry,
merely made it live in people’s memory for one more day; i.e. Settle’s
verses were so bad as not to survive publication day. By the conjunction
but, however, Pope suggests that this was a positive achievement on Settle’s
part. The ironic contrast is therefore between the common assumption
‘The achievement of the poet is to immortalize the events he describes’,
and the assumption to which Pope seems to subscribe, ‘It is an achievement
for a poet to cause the events he describes to be relived for just one extra
day’.

It is interesting that in all these examples, inserting the word only will
remove the ironic mask, and make one directly aware of the writer’s real
attitude: ‘ My husband has only been sober several times . . ., ‘He has only
occasional flashes of silence . . .", ‘lived in Settle’s numbers only one day
more’. This is because only has the force of ‘contrary to expectation, no
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’ . ..
more than’, and mkaes it explicit that what is described is regarded as in
some way extraordinary by normal standards of judgment.

10.2.4 Irony of Tone

There is a kind of irony which is a matter of register (especially of tone)
rathe-r than .Of content. As before, let us begin by taking an illustr;’tion fron ’
the simple ironies of colloquial speech. One type of sarcasm, as noted 'ixz
§10.2 aboye, consists in dispraise under the guise of praise (‘Do’n’t you look
gorgeous ); another type, equally telling, consists in delivering an affront
in a manner of unimpeachable, if not exaggerated, politeness. The crudest
exarfllz-le is the sneering use of titles like ‘Sir’, ‘Madam’, :your High-
Zl;sescf CZZ I}:;glles :to whom they are clearly Inappropriate. A more sophisti-

CeciLY: When I see a spade I call it a spade.
GWENDOLFN: Iar?l glad to say I have never seen a spade. It is obvious that
our social spheres have been widely different.
[Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, 1]

Mock-politeness is al

also a common feature of the parliam
1 entar -
room rhetoric: F yand cour

The Right Honourable gentleman is indebted to his memory for his
Jests, and to his imagination for his facts.
[R.. B. Sheridan, Speech in reply to Mr Dundas]

A blunter way of putting it, “Your jokes are stale and your facts wrong’
would have been less effective, because it is part of the strategy of this t ; ¢
of verbal warfare to show one’s superiority to one’s opponent in mcti}c,{)l
lous adherence to the rules of polite behaviour, whether in parliament ix;
the courts, or in scholarly debate. The ceremonious address to * the Riwht
Honourable gentleman’ in the third person preserves an air of de .
without which the insult would lose its zest. o
Sarcasm of tone need not be used in direct address: it can be aimed at
third party, as in “What does his lordship want ?’, said of a despotic b; .
It can .211?0 be aimed at a whole class of people, or a whole soci(S:V' and SaS
such, it is the essence of the MOcK HEROIC manner in cightccnthl-;cntur .
poetry. Pope’s two great mock heroic compositions, The Rape of the Lo {
and The Dunciad, satirize respectively the vanity and triviality of the co i
demi-monde, and the mental bankruptcy of the contemporary worldur;
letters. His method of attack is to pay an apparent complimcnt/ to his sul(;
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ject by celebrating it in the manner of epic poetry; at the same time de-
scribing it in such an uncomplimentary manner as to make onc aware of
the inappropriateness of the style to the matter. Mock heroic is by no
means entirely a stylistic question: it is a question of using all the para-
phernalia of the epic, including narrative digressions, invocations of the
Muses, references to deities and supernatural beings, etc. Nevertheless,
heightened language plays an essential part in its total effect, as we see in the
following passage, which describes the altar of worthless books raised by
Cibber, the mock-hero of The Dunciad, in honour of the goddess Dulness:

Of these, twelve volumes, twelve of amplest size,
Redeemed from tapers and defrauded pies,
Inspired he scizes; these an altar raise;
An hetacomb of pure unsullied lays
That altar crowns; a folio common-place
Founds the whole pile, of all his works the base;
Quartos, octavos, shape the less'ning pyre;
A twisted birthday ode completes the spire.
Then he: ‘Great tamer of all human art!
First in my care, and ever at my heart;
Dulness! whose good old cause I yet defend,
With whom my muse began, and whom shall end,
O thou! of bus'ness the directing soul !
To this our head like bias to the bowl,
Which, as more pond’rous, made its aim more true,
Obliquely waddling to the mark in view:
O! ever gracious to perplexed mankind,
Still spread a healing mist before the mind’".
The Dunciad, 1]

The mock-heroic vein manifests itself, linguistically, in the type of incon~
gruity called ‘register mixing” in an carlier chapter (§3.2.7). Thereisa con-
flict between the predominantly high-flown style, and the occasional in-
trusion of vulgar, ‘unpoetical” diction. The general elevated tone is shown
in both syntax and vocabulary. The passage opens with the run-on lines
and heavy caesuras of the Miltonic verse paragraph (see §7.5.2), and con-
tains a typically Miltonic verbless introduction of indirect speech, “Then
he’. The extended vocative, which begins with ‘Great tamer’ and con-
tinues almost to the end of the quotation, is, like the liberal use of ex-
clamations, imitated from the hyperbolic style of the epic encomium. In
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vocabulary, the clause ‘An hetacomb of
crowns’ typifics Augustan diction in its stat
obliquely and pond’rous add Latin dignity. Foregrounded clements, such as
the use of thyming couplets and lines balanced by antithesis, also contri-
bute to the heightened style. But words like pies, twisted, and waddling,
which no Augustan poct would use with serious intent, break through the
barrier of decorum, and warn us not to take the heroic vein seriously.
The ironies of everyday speech are frequently meant in a spirit of play-
fulness rather than malice; and likewise the mock-heroic vein in literature
is often little more than a convention providing sophisticated amusement

for poet and reader. Gray’s Ode on the Death of a Favourite Cat is far from
the venomous wit of The Dunciad:

pure unsullicd lays/That altar
cly, high—sounding vein, whilst

Presumptuous maid ! with looks intent

Again she stretch’d, again she bent,
Nor knew the gulf between ~

Malignant Fate sat by and smiled -

The slippery verge her feet beguiled
She tumbled headlong in!

’

There is the same incongruity of loftiness mixed with
the exclamation “Presumptuous maid’
the Miltonic nor in the th

vulgarity of tone:
» the parallelism of the second line,
ird line, and personification of Fate in the fourth
line - all these contribute to cpic heightening, whilst “tumbled headl
tumbles us headlong into bathos. Yet there is no fecling that the cat is
being criticized by the use of heroic conventions: indeed, the poet seems to
express by this means a half-serious (some might say sentimental) regard
for the cat, and concern over her death.

In Gray’s time, the mock-heroic manner had become a dominant con-
vention; and because the incongruity no longer surprised, its satirical power
was weakened. The process was not unlike that whereby a living metaphor
turns, by familiarity, into a dead one. The Juxtaposition of high style and
low matter succeeded not just in comically inflating the matter, but ulti-
mately in deflating the style. Not that using the convention as Gray does
amounts to a disparagement of it : a writer can make good use of a conven-
tion, and still show that he is aware of jts limitations as a convention.

ong’
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Examples for discussion

Study hyperbole, litotes, and irony in relation to absurdity and figurative language
in the following passages. . o
a) [This is part of a specch in which Tamburlaine replics to his bride’s plea that he
should sparc her father and country.] '
Ah, fair Zenocrate! — divine Zenocrate!
Fair is too foul an epithet for thee, -
That in thy passion for thy codnt,ry s love,
And fear to see thy kingly father’s harm,
With hair dishevell’d wip’st thy watery checks;
And, like to Flora in her morning’s pride,
Shaking her silver tresses in the air,’
Rain’st on the carth resolved pcarl» in showers,
And sprinklest sapphires on thy slnmng face,
Where Beauty, mother to the Mufcs, sits,
And comments volumes with her ivory pen,
Taking instructions from thy flowing eyes;
Eyes, when that Ebena steps to h‘cavcn,
In silence of thy solemn evening’s \'Jvalk,
Making the mantle of the richest night, .
The moon, the planets, and the meteors, light;
There angels in their crystal armours fight
A doubtfui battle with my tempted thughts
For Egypt’s freedom and the Soldan’s life,
His life that so consumes Zenocrate;
‘Whose sorrows lay more siege unto my soul
Than all my army to Damascus’ walls;
And ncither Persia’s sovereign nor the Turk
Troubled my senses with conceit of foil
So much by much as doth chocratf:. ‘
[Marlowe, I Tamburlaine, V i

A monk ther was, a fair for the maistrie, * 165
An outridere,? that lovede venerie,®

A manly man, to been an abbot ab!c.

Ful many a deyntee hors hadde he in stable,

And whan he rood, men myghte his brydel heere o
Gynglen in a whistlynge wynd als cleere

And eek as loude as dooth the chapel belle.

Ther as this lord was kepere of the celle, .

The reule of seint Maure or of seint Beneit,*
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By cause that it was old and it®
and somdel streit This Flecknoe? found, who, like Augustus, young

This ilke Monk leet olde th
ynges pace, ) . ) )
And heeld after the newe world tlll)c space.® s Was calld to empire and ha,d govern d l(}ng.
He yaf nat of that text a pulled hen, In prose and verse was own’d, without dispute s
I}hattl seith tha;limn;lcrs ?cu nat hooly men, g;rsouglziall FhC rml“:SﬂOf N?ln SEnse, a!)sc:lute.
¢ that a monk, whan he is recchelecs,” aged prince now flourishing in peace,
Is likned til a fissh that is waterlees —cs And blest with issuc of a large increase,
This is to seyn, a monk out of his cloystre. 180 Worn out with business, did at length debate
But thilke text heeld he nat worth an oystre; To settle the succession of the state; 10
And I'seyde his opinion was good ’ And pond'ri hich of all hi fie
good. pond’ring which of all his sons was fi
What sholde he studie and make hymselven wood, ® To reign, and wage immortal war with wit,
Upon a book in cloystre alwe ' Cried, *"Tis resolv’d; fi leads that }
1 cloy ¥ to poure, ried, " Tis resolv’d; for nature pleads that he
Or SW}'nkcgn \.Nlth his handes, and laboure, 185 Should only rule, who most resembles me:
[},\s Austyn blt?m.How shal the world be served? Sh——2 alone my perfect image bears, 15
ilt Austyn have his sv.vynk to hym reserved! Mature in dulness from his tender years;
glc}ll'd'org he was a prikasour? aright: Sh—— alone of all my sons is he
O?Pg;(mscslilziljdii as swift as fowel in flight; 100 Who stands conﬁnfl’d in ful.l stupidity.
Wi })l’l gI i of huntyng Srlthc hare The r;st to some faint meaning make pretence,
? s lust, for no cost wolde he spare. But Sh—— never deviates into sense. 20
{Xsﬁl}glhm Iulssslcv(;:s Ipurﬁlcd 1% at the hond Some beams of wit on other souls may fall,
1th grys,™ and that the fyneste of a lond; Strike through and make a lucid interval;
gﬂi’ 505 to ffcstﬁie his hood under his chyn, 105 But Sh——'s genuine night admits no ray,
¢ haade of gold ywroght a ful curious pyn; His rising fogs prevail upon the day:
A'lovc-knottc in the gretter ende ther was, Besides, his goodly fabric fills the eye 25
His heed was balled, that shoon as any glas, And seems design’d for thoughtiess majesty:
And eck his face, as he hadde been enoynt. Thoughtless as monarch oaks that shade the plain,
He was a lord f;l;l fat and in good poynt18; 200 And, spread in solemn state, supinely reign.
Hl1s eyen stepe,™” and rollynge in his heed, ; Heywood and Shirley® were but types of thee,
}T{lat stemed as a forpeys of aleed8; Thou last great prophet of tautology: 30
N’S bootes;;.lu%lc, his llofl:s in greet estaat, Even I, a dunce of more renown than they,
ow certeinly he was a fair prelaat; Was sent before but to prepare thy way:
He was nat pale as a forpyned?® goost. 205 And coarsely clad in Norwich drugget came
A'fat swan loved he best of any roost. To teach the nations in they greater name.
His palfrey was as broun as is a berye. My warbling lute, the lute I whilom strung, 35
[Chaucer, Canterbury Tales, General Prologue] th’g to Ilﬁng J flan of Isﬁmlglﬂl I sun:ig,
(1) for the maistrie: extremel . ‘Was but the prelude to that glorious day,
(3) hunting  (4) Benedict (Z) st(;z:ta 1&153)21:81\; hoscthduty i }\:/:;s to look after estates When thou on silver Thames did’st cut thy way,
less, neglectful (8) mad (o) Augustine (I.o’)‘ biiifmzhl) C};iuﬁltsccoursch o iaw- wWith well tim d oars before the royal barge,
; ; r on . . . )
Tl 0, ) b o Sl i e s f ) e -

(7) large  (x8) cauldron (19) tormented
The like was ne’er in Epsom blanket toss'd.

[] . oo
All human things are subject to decay, | Methinks Isee the new Arion* sail, .
And, when Fate summons, mo narchs bev: The lute still trembling underneath thy nail.
, must obey: At thy well sharpen’d thumb from shore to shore 45
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The treble squeaks for fear, the basses roar:
Echoes from Pissing Alley Sh—— call,
And Sh—— they resound from A—— Hall’s
Here stopp’d the good old sire; and wept for joy, o
In silent raptures of the hopeful boy. ’
All arguments, but most his plays, persuade,
That for anointed dulness he was made.
[Dryden, MacFlecknoc]

(1) Richard Flecknoe, Irish dramatist and poctaster, an elder contemporary of Dryden
(2) Thomas Shadwell, dramatist, and political rival of Dryden. (3) Thomas Hcywooci
(c. 1574-1641) and James Shirley (1596~1666), dramatists. (4) A Greek musician
5) Aston Hall. The location of this, as of Pissing Alley, is in doubt. o
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Eleven

Implications of Context

In the survey of various types of linguistic deviation in Chapter 3, I failed
to deal with one special kind of violation, that which arises when a picce of
language is somehow at odds with the immediate situation in which it
occurs.! One example of this came to our notice last chapter: the con-
textual incongruity of ironical remarks such as “What a lovely evening’
(said during a thunderstorm). Now we shall consider this general kind of
deviation more carcfully.

How is it possible for language to violate constraints of situation? If
someone habitually said ‘good-bye’ on greeting people and ‘hullo” when
taking leave of them, his behaviour would be thought very strange; its
oddity would be on a par with that of a grammatical or semantic error.
This is merely an obvious example of what is common to all utterances:
cach use of language has what we may call iMPLICATIONS OF CONTEXT; that
is, it conveys information about the kind of situation in which it would
occur. Faced with the following sentences in vacuo,

Down, Fido.
This one’s on me.
Candidates are asked to write on one side of the paper only.

most speakers of English will be able to specify fairly precisely the circum-
stances of their occurrence. The kind of knowledge we bring to bear in
drawing these inferences is very diverse. In part, it is our sensitivity to
register and dialect differences; in part it is our general knowledge of the
semantics of English in relation to the society in which we live. But certain
forms of language are especially important for the ‘reconstruction’ of
situations: they are words like I, you, this, that, now, then, here, and there,
which have a pEICTIC function - that is, they have the function of pointing
to aspects of the utterance’s particular environment. I'and you refer directly
to speaker (or author) and addressee. The other words clearly break down
into two contrasting groups: this, #ow, and here mainly denote proximity
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(in time, place, etc.) to the speaker, and that, then, and there denote lack of
proximity. Questions and commands also have a deictic element of mean-
ing, since by implication they make reference to an addressee, A situational
incongruity arises whenever an utterance occurs in a situation at variance
with its own implications of context.

11.1 LICENCES OF SITUATION

Two traditional figures of speech, RHETORICAL QUESTION and APOSTROPHE,
consist in using features of language in situations which are normally in-
appropriate for them. In poetry and rhetorical prose, these devices can im-~
part a heightened dramatic quality to the language, because they transfer
into an unaccustomed context the contextual implications of questions,
commands, and statements which directly involve a participant other than
the writer.

I1.1.1 Rhetorical Question

A RHETORICAL QUESTION is, in a loose sense, a question which is abnormal,
in that it expects no answer: ‘Who cares?’, ‘Aren’t they wonderful
dresses?’, ‘Do you call that music?’, etc. More strictly defined, it is a
positive question which is understood as if equivalent to a negative state-
ment: “Who cares?” is an emphatic way of saying ‘Nobody cares’; ‘ Shall
I compare thee to a summer’s day ?* announces the poet’s intention of
doing no such thing. It is true that a rhetorical question produces no violent
sense of incongruity. None the less, its dramatic effect arises from a feeling
that the question demands an answer and is not provided with one. A
negation carries more weight, it seems, if the reader is challenged to ques-
tion the positive assertion, only to be overwhelmed by the realization that
none but a negative answer is possible.

From this, it is easy to understand an extension to the use of the rhetori-
cal question as a means of expressing intense conviction of a certain view:

If God be for us, who can be against us?
[Romans 8]

Moreover, it is easy to appreciate its value as a stock device of heightening,
both in oratory and in poetry:

Can storied urn or animated bust
Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?
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Can Honour’s voice provoke the silent dust,“
Or Flattery soothe the dull cold ear of death?

This celebrated quatrain from Gray’s Elegy illustrates the conventional use
of rhetorical questions in an elevated poetic style.

11.1.2 Apostrophe

Historically APOSTROPHE signifies an orator’s interruption of his ad.dgcss Eo
his audience, in order to address some third party, V\fho. may elthcr be
present or not. Hence its use for the kind of dramatic licence whereby

words are addressed to someone who is unable to hear them or reply to
them:
The bell invites me.
Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell

That summons thee to heaven, or to hell.
[Macbeth, ILi]

- . »
The direct use of an imperative seems to express the intensity of Macbeth’s

involvement with the man he is about to murder. _ o b
The contextual absurdity of addressing someone w.ho is unable to hea
or answer is more pronounced when the addressee is dead or not even

human, as in the following cases:

Address to a dead person:

Milton! thou shouldst be living at this hour
[Wordsworth, London, 1 802]

Address to an animal, bird, etc.:

O cuckoo, shall I call thee bird,
Or but a wandering voice?

[Wordsworth, To the Cuckoo]

Address to an inanimate force of nature:

Blow, blow thou winter wind . )
o [Shakespeare, Song from As You Like It, ILvii]

Address to an abstraction:

Hence, loathéd Melancholy
[Milton, L’ Allegro]
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As the addressee of an

: y verbal communication i
B oo ok cation is normally assumed to be

of apostrophe attributes humanity to an abstraction
td

and so is conceptually equivalent to personification (see §9.2.3)

In direct addre
SS W€ can express our attitu i i
great subtlety, and this is pcrhp o peson of o M

poet. Like rhetorical questio;pil?c Chlef%dvamagc OfaPOStrOPhe orthe
: wever, it i i
o) ot Ianguag& , » 1t 15 a conventional feature of

The chief formal indicators of a

‘loathéd Melanch oly’, crc.) postrophe are vocatives (‘O cuckoo’,

» imperatives, and second person pronouns

I1.1.3 Routine Licences of Situation

On the stage, certain forms of co

le sta ntextual in i
theatrical licences, accepted by con reohe make bepeen

ventionas part of the make-believe with-

heard” by the audience, and asmrs whereb

convey his thoughts to the audien,cc withoy
characters on stage. In poet i
of routine licences. The sta

! t being overheard by other
Iy, too, contextual incongruities have the status

ndard use of rhetorical question and apostrophe

poets in the past that

thcy IlaVC C]ea[ OVCItOnCS Of pOCthaInCSS sce I.2~3 and are ObVlous
( § )’

targets for i
g the parodist. Yet anyone who studies their use by Shakespeare

I 111 . ]] E-E- I. . ]

Can this cockpit hol
The vasty fields of France? or may ch): cr:(x)nd

Withix} this wooden O the very casques
That did affright the air at Agincourt ?
[Henry V, Chorus]
This would seem as tame i
This wo expressed in the form of
: : rm of a stat ’
;xcll dlgna'tlon wou14 seem, if he merely talked about the ele rents ostend ot
ressing them directly: ments fnstead of

Rumb!c thy bellyful! Spit, fire ! spout, rain!
Nor rain, wind, thunder, fire, are my c’iaugh.tcrs'
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness;
Inever gave you kingdom, call’d you childre;l,

Sl b Ll
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You owe me no subscription: then let fall

Your horrible pleasure.
[King Lear, IILii]

A further, similar, licence in dramatic verse is the ‘self-apostrophe” ex-
emplified by Julius Caesar’s dying words “Et tu, Brute? Then fall, Caesar !’
[Julius Caesar, TILi]; also, the RATIOCINATIVE QUESTION, a question ad-
dressed by a speaker to himself:

Is this a dagger which I see before me,
The handle toward my hand? Come, let me clutch thee.
{Macbeth, ILi]

These are less important devices, but, as the examples show, their use in
dramatic monologue can make vivid and immediate the speaker’s sensa-

tions, feelings, or thoughts.

11,2 THE GIVEN SITUATION

Poctry is virtually free from the contextual constraints which determine
other uses of language, and so the poet is able — in fact, compelled - to
make imaginative use of implications of context to create situations within
his poems. As Mrs Nowottny says, ‘the poet is both frec of context and
bound to create it”.2 To understand this added source of creativity in poetic
language, we must first consider in very general terms how to characterize
the immediate situation in which any verbal communication operates. We
shall term this the GIVEN SITUATION, in opposition to the INFERRED (or
internal) srruaTION, the world which the poct constructs within the poem.

Any particular situation in which language is used may be roughly
described by answering the following questions:®

1. Who are the participants? That is, who is the author or speaker of the
message ? To whom is it addressed ? Who are relevant ‘third parties’ to
the communication — for example, passive onlookers to an argument or
debate. These three categories we may call respectively FIRST PERSON,
SECOND PERSON, and THIRD PERSON participants.

2. What objects are relevant to the communication ? What objects, for example,
are mentioned in the course of the message ? are present during the trans-
mission of the message? are involved in the purpose or effect of the
communication ? Anything satisfying at least two of these three criteria
may, for convenience, be called ‘relevant’.
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3. What is the me
Is it transmitt
vision? etc.

délum of communication? Is the message written or spoken?
ed by amﬁagl media such as telephone, radio, or tele-

- What is the function of the communication? To inform? to educate?
persuade? to entertain? to establish social ¢ . factica
task done?

There is no absolute merit in these four ¢

venient framework to a

use, here are two s

and one public:

ontacts? to get some practical

| ategories, but they form a con-

apply to any text or utterance. To illustrate their
. . .

pecimen situations from ‘ordinary life’, one private

SITUATION A: THE ‘BACK-SEAT DRIVER’
(1) Participants: a. First person — wife
b. Second person — husband

c. Third persons - anyone else in the car
(2) Relevant object: a car

(3) Medium: speech
(4) Function: to control b’s driving of (2)

SITUATIQI\{ B: COMMERCIAL TELEVISION ADVERTISING
(1) Participants: a. First person — advertiser

b. Second persons - consumers

c. Third persons — (perl : .
(2) Relevant object: a product. (perhaps) rival advertisers

(3) Medium: television ; speech and writing.
(4) Function: To promote sales of (2) tob.

It is quite possible to use these four headin
corresponding to registers,
§r.1.2). However, we shall

ur headings to specify classes of situations
|jor situational varieties, of the language (see
‘ ¢ more interested here in particular situati

. . 3 . . . atlons
:11111)\;01vnl;g individuals: not simply ‘a wife’ and “a husband’ for Situation A
Bmzz,xut Mr am‘l Mrs C}reen; not just ‘a product’, for Situation B but

; not just “a poet’ for poetr i i

P p poetry, but Milton, Browning, or whoever

Be . N
: fo'rfc we leave t%ns general plane of discussion, notice how difficult it is
o specify the four situational factors for poetic discourse:
SITUATION C: POETRY
(1) Participants: a. First Person — a poet.

b. Second person — members of the reading public
c. Third person — ?
(2) Relevant objects: ?

me‘ww—wywwww
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(3) Medium: mostly printed publication, but with implications of
spoken performance.
(4) Function: ?

Under heading (1), we are able to identify, albeit vaguely, the principal
participants as poet (1st person) and reader (2nd person). We are also able
to say, under heading (3), that poetry tends to reach its public through the
medium of print: but this is no more than a gencralization based on the
practice of the past few hundred years, since the medium is liable to change
from age to age (witness the oral poetry of illiterate tradition, and the
current movement of ‘sound poetry’). It is not easy to find anything to
say under the other headings. No relevant objects or third person partici-
pants can be particularized, chicfly because the subject matter of poetry is
not limited in any obvious way. Nor can one point to any social or practic-
al function of poetry, as one may, for example, for legal documents, ad-
vertisements, or educational textbooks. A poet, of course, might be able
to give a personal reason for writing a particular poem, whether that of
turning an honest penny or that of ‘justifying the ways of God to men’;
but in trying to indicate a general purpose which helps to define poctry asa
genre, we find oursclves thrust back on the empty statement that “the pur-
pose of writing a poem is to write a poem’”. Poetry shares with other kinds
of pure art an ‘immanence of purpose’; or to quote Halliday, McIntosh,
and Strevens, ‘creative writing . . . is meaningful as activity in itself, and
not merely as part of a larger situation’.*

11.3 THE ‘WORLD WITHIN THE POEM’

Because poetry is virtually unfettered by the circumstances of the given
situation — the world outside the poem ~ what is of interest in a poem is
rather the situation, or sequence of situations, constructed within the poem,
through implications of context. For example, the I and you of a poem are
frequently to be identified not with author and reader, the participants of
the external situation, but rather with a pair of participants, real or imagi-
nary, which the poet has decided to call ‘I’ and ‘you’ for the purpose of
the poem. Sometimes a vocative identifies the assumed addressee: “Do you
remember an inn, Miranda?’ [Belloc, Tarantella] makes it clear that for the
purpose of the poem, a person called Miranda is being addressed, and not
any Joan, Jim, or Harry who might form part of the poet’s general public.
Another Miranda comes into Shelley’s With a Guitar, to Jane, which



190 CHAPTER ELEVEN

begins, as if it were a casual note between friends, with the names of
both author and recipient:

Ariel to Miranda: — Take
This slave of Music, for the sake
Of him who is the slave of thee . . .

In these cases, it is particularly clear that a poem can haveasituational exist-
ence on two levels. By virtue of being a poem, it is a communication from
t!le poct to the world in general; but it may, as a poem, sct up its own
situation of address. Shelley’s poem in fact has at least three situational
levels, for apart from the given situation there are two inferred sittlatior;s
-a fa‘ctual'and a fictional one. The opening words ‘Ariel to Miranda’ make
1tanimaginary communication between two fictional characters from The
Tempest; but these names are also symbolic pscudonyms for Shelley him-
self and ]an.e Williams, to whom the poem, on a personal level yis ad-
dresscc‘l. 'I"hls kvel is clear from the title, and becomes explicit in th’e poem
when ‘Miranda’ changes to ‘Jane” in the last line.

.This‘ example gives a glimpse of the kind of difficulty which arises in
.dlscu§smg the contextual implications of a poem. In some poems, the
imaginary situation is all that matters, whereas in others, a personal s,itm—
tion (for instance, a poet’s conveying a compliment to a friend, or an insu‘lt
to an enemy) assumes importance. The private situation may so dominate
the poem, that one might go so far as to wonder whether there is an
public given situation to be reckoned with; whether the poem should no};
be regarded as a personal communication between the poet and one or
more of his acquaintances. However, always we come back to the defini-
tion of literature by its role; a poem qua work of art is addressed to nobod
in particular and is not intended to serve any particular purpose. A ocn}ll
which also serves as a private missive is not a contradiction in tc,:rmsET it is
simply a piece of language with two separate roles. ‘

An analogy with dramatic literature may help to elucidate the relation
between the given and inferred situations in a poem. A dramatist writes a
play for the world at large, and each performance of that play is ‘addresscc}
to’, i.e. is performed for the benefit of, a certain audience. This much is
the given situation, the world outside the play. Within the play, however
the participants are imaginary dramatis personae, and the specc’h simation,
is continually changing according to which of these imaginary participants
are involved, and in what way. From beginning to end, the play mf be
enacted without any reference to author or audience — that is there m;y be
no acknowledgement, within the play, that author and audiénce exist.};(ct
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it would obviously be wrong, on this basis, to deny the existence and rele-
vance of the participants of the given situation.

Another point of resemblance between poetry and drama is the way in
which the given and constructed situations are allowed to interact. Al-
though to preserve dramatic illusion, the world within a play should ideally
be ‘vacuum-sealed’ from the world outside, various theatrical licences per-
mit the illusion to be broken. For instance, in comedies a stage character is
sometimes allowed to come out of his stage setting and address himself
directly to the audience. In poetry, such licences are not unknown, but the
interaction between the given and inferred situations is more likely to be
one of ambivalence - for example, when one is unable to tell, from the
poem, whether the poet is addressing us in his own person, or through some
fictional persona.

11.3.1 The Introduction of Inferred Situations

The first few lines of a poem are naturally the most important for estab-
lishing an inferred situation. In what follows, therefore, we shall concen-
trate on the beginnings of poems. Donne’s Songs and Sonnets will provide
suitable illustrations, being excellent material for the study of contextual
implications in building up the ‘world within the poem’, and particularly
of the role in this process of deictic words, as mentioned at the beginning
of this chapter. The items listed there are now listed again, with the addi-
tion of some deictic words which are common in the literature of the past
centuries, but are no longer widely current. Even so, the list is not com-~

plete.

DEICTIC WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS

[a] First and second person pronouns: Ifme/my[mine, we|us|our|ours, thou|
thee|thy|thine, ye[you[your|yours.

[b] Demonstratives: this, that, yon(der).

[c] Adverbs of place: here, there, yonder, hither, thither, hence, thence, etc.

[d] Adverbials of time: now, then, tomorrow, yesterday, last night, next
Tuesday, etc.

[e] Adverbs of manner: thus, so.

Deictic words are italicized in the following examples, so that their im-
plications of context can be more quickly appreciated:
I 'wonder, by my troth, what thos and I

Did, till we lov’d, were we not wean’d till then ?
[ The Good-morrow]
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Mark but this flea, and mark in this,
How little that which thou deny’st me is
[The Flea]

Blasted with sighs, and surrounded with tears,
Hither I come to seek the spring
[ Twickenham Garden]

Now thou hast lov’d me one whole day,
Tomorrow when thou leav’st, what wilt thou say ?
[Woman’s Constancy)

Busy old fool, unruly Sun,
Why dost thou thus,
Through windows, and through curtains call on us?
[The Sun Rising]

(In some cascs, a deictic word plays no part in specifying the situation
because it refers to the verbal rather than the assumed extra-verbal con-
text: for example, the then in The Good-morrow refers back to “till
lov’d.’) "
Tlfe question to ask about each example is: *What do we learn about

the situation within the poem from these lines, and how do we learn it?’
Even without the clues which would be provided by reading each oem
to its end, we are able to postulate a fairly definite situation for each Poem
Much of the burden of communication is borne by the deictic worgs but
there are other formal indicators as well. We have already noted in ano,thcr
connection that vocatives (‘Busy old fool, unruly Sun’) have implications
of context; also imperatives (‘Mark but this flea’) and questions (‘Wh
dost thou thus.. . . call on us?’). ! ’
‘ Donnc"s lyrical poems are noted for the rhetorical force of their open-
ings, which is due not only to his use of violently emotional lan Ea e
( s.tark mad’, ‘busy old fool’, ‘for God’s sake’, etc.) but to his use ogf ing1
plied context. He likes to thrust the reader straight into the middle of .
scene of physical or mental action; for example, a lovers’ farewell: :

So, so, break off this last lamenting kiss
[The Expiration]

or a heated argument about the propriety of a love affair:

For God’s sake hold your tongue, and let me love
[The Canonisation]
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or an cxpostulation to one’s mistress on getting up in the morning:

*Tis true, 'tis day; what though it be?
O wilt thou therefore rise from me?

[Break of Day)

All these examples start in medias res, and have not just implications of con-
text, but ‘implications of incident’. The last two examples illustrate how
the start of a poem may require us to imagine a preceding verbal context.
In Break of Day, for instance, it is quite clear that the mistress has made a
practical and reasonable remark to this effect: ‘It’s daytime, so we'd better
getup’.

Some items presuppose a preceding verbal context in a strictly formal
sense. To illustrate them, we go beyond Donne. In a lyric by Sir Thomas
Wyatt which begins ‘And wilt thou leave me thus?’, the opening con-
junction signals on a purely grammatical level that the poem is the con-
tinuation of a discourse already (in the imagination) begun. Yes or No at
the beginning of a poem likewise indicate an utterance (or perhaps a ges-
turc) to which the poem is conceived as a reply:

Yes. I remember Adlestrop
[Edward Thomas, Adlestrop)

No, 1o, go not to Lethe, neither twist
Wolfs-bane, tight-rooted, for its poisonous wine
[Keats, Ode on Melancholy)

Notice that there is a possibility here, as with questions, commands, and
other forms of language which imply the give and take of conversation,
that the speaker is communing with himself, instead of with another per-
son. The full-stop after Yes in Adlestrop perhaps suggests that the poet is
confirming a reflection of his own, rather than answering a question posed
by someone else.

11.3.2 Words of Definite Meaning

The deictic words discussed in the last section have DEFINITE MEANING when
we use them, we assume that a listener or reader is able to agree with us, by
observing the context, on the identity of what is referred to. ‘This cat’
specifies a given animal (say a tom named Magnus now sitting on the floor
and observed by you and me); ‘A cat’ leaves the animal’s identity undeter-
mined. But there are a few other words which have definite meaning, with-~
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out having the ‘pointing” function of the deictics: the
artlclc‘: the, and the third person pronouns he she, it
hayc 1{1tercsting implications of context. T
’Thls cat’ and ‘the cat’ are both definite in meanin
cat’; but whereas in the former we are expected to scegt’u
from the context, in the latter it is assumed that there is

et I .
question. It is this assumed uniqueness of the object or group objects referred

to i
.tlmt charactenz‘cs the use of the and the third-person pronouns, Tl
uniqueness may arise from previous mention o

y include the definite
and they.® These also

in contrast to ‘a
hich cat is meant
only one cat in

A dog was chasing a cat up

was unable to follow her. * path. The cat leapt over a fence. The dog

or from the fact that only one entity of the kind exists:

the Milky Way
the President of the United States
the richest man in the world

or from subjective assumption:

the cat=the cat which belongs to our house
the postman= the man who delive

: rs letters to m
the Prime Minister= 7 house

the Prime Minister of our country.
In these last examples, we see how lan

ter of ience: i
fer o Iil(;l‘mtanfcxpencnce. ;Nc treat something as unique, if, from our per
Int of view, it is the only one t} ]
' ‘ nat matters. (I exclude fi
sideration here the generi i ' 1055 10 2 whole
ic use of the, which applies uni
e o ke the gene Y applies uniqueness to a whole
er of a class: i i
o s: “The grizzly bear is large and fero-
From this discussion of assumed uniqueness,
1s'tand why, in the use of the personal pronou
ines, the poet seems to take it for granted that
duced to the female being who is tl

guage mirrors the cgocentric charac—

we are now able to under-
n in these well-known first
we have already been intro-
e subject of each poem:

She walks in beauty, like the night [Byron]
She was a phantom of delight [Wordsworth]
She dwelt among the untrodden ways [Wordsworth]

./;c:tlgrz e{;ctcnjc;l illustration of assumed identification is provided by
“ats s Leaa and the Swan, which is quoted in full hi

ea : » whi ull at the end of this chap-

ter.® The subject of the poem is the rape of Leda by Zeus in the gltﬁsz ffl') a
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swan: a fateful union which resulted in the birth of Helen of Troy, and
thence in the Trojan War. It is significant, however, that nowhere in the
poem (apart from the title) are Zeus and Leda mentioned except by third-
person pronouns: ‘He holds her helpless’, *her loosening thighs’, ‘Did she
put on his knowledge’, etc. In other words, it is assumed that we already,
no doubt by inference from the title, know which ‘he’ and “she’ are in-
tended. Moreover, apart from the two events ‘A sudden blow’ and ‘A
shudder’, everything in the poem is referred to in definite terms: ‘the
great wings’, ‘the staggering girl’, ‘the dark webs’, “the broken wall’, are
some of the many instances (for such a short poem) of the definite article,
and all are used without prior mention of a referent. Yeats supposes we
already know the story; he omits narrative preliminaries, and concentrates
on reliving, through the visionary eyes of the poet, its central experience.
By plunging the reader in medias res, he achieves a directness of ‘attack’
comparable to that of Donne’s poems quoted earlier in §r1.3.1.

Leda and the Swan illustrates, incidentally, the importance a title some-
times has in specifying the situation within a poem. We might go so far as
to say that in this case, the title provides an indispensable clue to the inter-
pretation of the poem.

The past tense, in English, is a further indicator of definiteness of mean-
ing — this time, with reference to time. Note the contrast between the past
tense in ‘I visited Paris’ and the perfect tense in ‘I have visited Paris’: the
second vaguely indicates some visit in the indefinite past, whereas the first
implies that I have a definite occasion in mind. Hence when a definite past
time is mentioned, the past tense has to be used instead of the perfect: ‘I
visited Paris in 1966°, not ‘1 have visited Paris in 1966, This feature of mean-
ing accounts for a certain narrative directness —a suggestion of in medias
res — in the opening lines of such poems as Wordsworth’s The Daffodils
(‘I wandered lonely asa cloud’) and Shelley’s Ozymandias (‘T meta traveller
from an antique land’), where the past tensc is used without any indication
of when the event described took place.

11.3.3 Fact and Fiction

John Crowe Ransom says that ‘over every poem which looks like a poem
there is a sign which reads: “This road does not go through to action;
fictitious™”.” This is one of those insightful half-truths which become less
valuable when one comes down to a practical examination of what is
claimed. It is true, as we have seen, that when one reads a poem, one pays
heed not to the given situation, but to the situation constructed within the
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poem. However, it would be more accurate to say, not that all poems are
fictitious, but that they leave the choice between fact and fiction open We
may choose, for instance, whether the ‘I’ of a poem is the poet hiﬁlseif or
some hypothetical mouthpicce, the poet’s persona for the purpose of t,hat
poem. In Wordsworth’s ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud’, the poet is re-
counting, we presume, his own real experience. (This is biographicall

conﬁr{ncd by a passage in Dorothy Wordsworth’s journal)) On the othc)r’
h.and, in other poems we are clearly stecred towards a fictional interpreta-
tion. It would be impossible to make the mistake of thinking that Br%wn—
ing, in dramatic monologues such as Fra Li ippo Lippi, is speaking on his own
})ehalf ; not only are the historical circumstances projected within the poem
nappropriate, but the sentiments expressed arec not all of the sorlt) one

yvould expect from the lips of a nineteenth-century poet. Yet another case
is that of Marvell’s To His Coy Mistress:

But at my back I always hear
Time’s wingéd chariot hurrying near . . .

Is this. Machll’s own feeling, or is it what he projects into the mind of an
imaginary impatient lover? We do not know, and moreover in this case
it seems not to matter. ’ '
_ Herewe have been identifying “fictional situation’ with “inferred situa-
tion’; but of course, even within the inferred situation there may be
blend of fact and fiction. Some aspects of Fra Filippo Lippi as Bro)\:m' .
portrays him are historically true, whereas others are imaginar e
{&lthough discussion of inferred situation has up to this point};:ocused on
lyr}c poetry, it is as well to notice that there are at least three different wavys
of' mtroducing a fictional language situation. The following sentence as};t
ml‘ght occur in a novel, is an example of the NARRATIVE method : ,
Whaf: a simpleton you are!” said Miles pityingly.
The equivalent according to the praAMATIC method would be:
MmiLEs (pityingly): What a simpleton you are! '
In dran}atic performance, cues and stage directions are replaced by visible
happenings on the stage. In contrast to both these methods, the LYRIC}:’ which
we have been chiefly considering up to now, omits explicit mention of th
spt::aker and other participants, leaving them to be inferred b context cl
evidence. Thus the lyric equivalent of these examples is simpl);r: "

What a simpleton you are!

All three methOfls are used in poetry, but do not always coincide with the
genres of narrative, dramatic, and lyrical poetry as generally understood
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Thus Yeats in Leda and the Swan uses a third person narrative method, al-
though this poem would normally be placed in the lyric category.

It will be observed that we have now extended the concept of ‘the
world within the poem’ to include constructed situations and events
which are only ‘language situations” in the sense that they are reported in
language, by third person narrative. The advantage of the narrative method
is that the fictional ‘world’ can be described directly, in the third person,
rather than through the mouths of those taking part in it. This is the most
explicit method, and yet, as we have seen, implications of context are not
excluded from it: the use of words of definite meaning may imply a prior
assumption by the author and reader in identifying the subject of discourse.
It is of incidental interest that modern novelists often prefer the definite
opening in medias res, already illustrated in Leda and the Swan, to a more
explicit form of introduction. The first sentence of Lord of the Flies by
William Golding, for example, runs:

The boy with fair hair lowered himself down the last few feet of rock
and began to pick his way towards the lagoon.

Implicit in the three italicized uses of the is the assumption that you are al-
ready on the spot, acquainted with the details of the scene and dramatis
personae. This contrasts with a more traditional style of beginning a narra-
tive, as preserved in the time-honoured formula of the fairy story:

Once upon a time there was a king who had three beautiful daughters.

Every part of the fictional situation is here introduced by indefinite ex~
pressions: ‘Once. . .aking . . . three beautiful daughters’; nothing is taken

for granted at the beginning of the story.

11.3.4 Impossible Situations

The inferred situations created by a poet are free from constraints of reality:
they do not have to obey the rules of reason, or the laws of nature. The
most commonplace example of an absurdity of situation is an apostrophe
(see §11.1.2), understood as an address to someone or something that by
nature or circumstances is unable to hear or reply. Sometimes a lyrical
poem is entirely cast in the form of an apostrophe: Donne’s The Sun
Rising, which begins ‘Busy old fool, unruly Sun’, is a defiant address by a
lover to the sun, which comes to drive him from his bed and from his
mistress in the morning. Another, similar, licence is the placing of a




198 CHAPTER ELEVEN

poem in the mouth of something or someone unable, by nature, to use
language:

I chatter, chatter, as I flow
To join the brimming river,

For men may come and men may go,
But I go on for ever.

Tennyson’s The Brook is in the form of a monologue spoken by the brook
itself. This anomaly differs from apostrophe only in that it is the first per-
son, not th.e second person, who is unqualified to act as a participant in a
lang:uage situation. Such literal absurdities may be seen as an extension of
the irrational aspect of poetry as dealt with in Chapter 8.

Just as Donne is fond of situations which are dramatically involving, so
'_Thomas Hardy, in his Satires of Circumstance, specializes in situations which
if hot contrary to reason and nature, are at least highly implausible or
c'omtfld‘ental. He makes typically ironical use of a necessarily unreal situa-
tl'on in “Ah, Are you Digging on my Grave?’, a short poem in the form of a
dlah.)guc between a dead woman and some unknown being disturbing her
rest in the graveyard. She assumes in turn that the intruder is her loved one
her next of kin, and her enemy; but learns that now she is dead they aré
none of them interested in her any longer. When at last her int’erlocutor
declares himself to be her dog, her first refuge is in the conventional senti-
ment that pets are more devoted friends than men. But the most bitter
irony comes in the final stanza, in which the dog replies:

‘Mistress, I dug upon your grave
To bury a bone, in case
I'should be hungry near this spot
When passing on my daily trot.

Iam sorry, but I quite forgot
It was your resting-place.’

Anofher ingenious use of situational absurdity is the ¢ paradox of address’ in
the title of Dylan Thomas’s poem To Others than You, a diatribe in which
tbe poet complains about the hypocrisy and insensitivity of his public. The
ntle.seems to say: “This poem is addressed to all hypocrites except the
particular hypocrite now reading it, whom for politeness’s sake I exclude.’
If one takes this to its logical conclusion, the poem is simultaneously ad-
dressed to everyone and to no one. The suggested ironical reading of the

fitlc? is borne out by the oxymoron of the poem’s first line, which runs:
Friend by enemy I call you out.”
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11.4 SITUATION AND ACTION

Through implications of context, a lyric composition may contain ele-
ments of a dramatic action; that is, it may imply not just a single, static
situation, but a sequence of situations or events. Donne’s three-stanza jeu
desprit entitled The Flea is a simple illustration:

Mark but this flea, and mark in this

How little that which thou deny’st me is;

It suck’d me first, and now sucks thee,

And in this flea, our two bloods mingled be.

These opening lines postulatea situation in which the poet-lover, observing
a flea to have bitten both himself and his mistress, uses it as pretext to urge
her surrender to his desires. The second stanza, which opens as follows:

Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare

marks a new situation: now the mistress has threatened to kill the flea. In
the final stanza, which begins:

Cruel and sudden, hast thou since
Purpled thy nail, in blood of innocence?

yet another situation has arisen: the flea has been caught and killed. So the
three stanzas represent three stages of an action ~ one might say, three acts
of a drama — and at each stage, the poet seizes on circumstances to plead
the flea’s cause, and his own.

The importance of deictic items in signalling a changing situation is scen
in this section of Yeats’s Easter 1916, in which the poet ponders on the
characters of his various acquaintances martyred in the Dublin Easter
Rising:

That woman’s days were spent

In ignorant good-will,

Her nights in argument

Until her voice grew shrill;
What voice more sweet than hers
When, young and beautiful,

She rode to harriers?

This man had kept a school

And rode our winged horse;

He might have won fame in the end,
So sensitive his nature seemed,
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So daring and sweet his thought.
This other man I had dreamed
A drunken vainglorious lout . . .

Each use of this or that (“That woman . . . This man . . . This other man’)
indicates the movement of the poct’s attention from one person to another,
as if he were inspecting their bodies one by one. Yet we should notice that,
as is often the case, the context projected by the poem is vague and ambi-
valent: Yeats nced not be physically surveying his dead friends - he might
be perusing their names listed in the newspaper, looking at their photo-
graphs, or simply recalling them in turn as figures in a mental portrait
gallery. It is left to the reader to supply a more precise context, rather as it
is often left to the reader to fill in the gaps between the verbal hints of a
metaphor.

A different kind of dramatic implication arises when the language of a
poem suggests periodic changes of speech situation; changes, for example,
of speaker and hearer, as if in a play. Hardy’s ‘4h, Are you Digging on my
Grave?’ is a straightforward instance of poetry written in the form of a
dialogue, with transitions from one speaker to another between the verses;
but the method is still lyric rather than dramatic, because the identity of
the speakers is not directly mentioned, but inferred from what they say.
Traditional ballads, too, frequently have this kind of implicit dramatic
structure, with unsignalled switches from direct to indirect speech, or
from one speaker to another. More subtle and complex implications of
dramatic performance are found in some of the poems of T. S. Eliot,
where, by subtle changes of register or dialect, as well as by more obvious
indicators of context, there emerges a varied montage of ‘voices’, some
like those of an impersonal chorus, others like those of stage characters:

April is the cruellest month, breeding

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing

Memory and desire, stirring

Dull roots with spring rain.

Winter kept us warm, covering

Earth in forgetful snow, feeding

A little life with dried tubers.

Summer surprised us, coming over the Starnbergersee 8
With a shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade,

And went on in the sunlight, into the Hofgarten,

And drank coffee, and talked for an hour.

Bin gar keine Russin, stamm’ aus Litauen, echt deutsch. 12

IMPLICATIONS OF CONTEXT 201

And when we were children, staying at the archduke’s, I3
My cousin’s, he took me out ona slf:d,

And I was frightened. He said, Marie,

Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.

In the mountains, there you feel free. .

I read, much of the night, and go south in the winter.

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow 19
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,

You cannot say, or guess, for you know only

A heap of broken images, where the sun beats . ...

In this initial passage from The Waste Land, T have ‘nm*.nb?reddthosehhne;
(8, 12, 13, 19) which mark a transition between one “voice” and another.
leave it to the reader, however, to determine exactly how, from the cvi-
dence of the language, we recognize these changes, when they coBmc.;t is
no wonder that Lawrence Durrell, in The Key to Modcm Poetry, ﬁl.l. s it
possible to sct this part of The Waste Land as a radio play: the transitions
indicated above arein fact those of his version. To some extent, brca.kx_ng vilp
the lines in this way makes the picture appear more clear-cut than it 13 d the
change-over marked at line 8, for instance, is gr.adual rat.her than su cn.f
In the radio version, moreover, Durrell adds mform.atlon about sefx o
speaker, background noiscs, etc., which cannot 'bc de.ﬁm.tcly g:wther_cclll rom
the poem as it stands. Every intelligent rcadc%r 1magu1€1t1vc_ly fgn'us cs | in
this way the ‘world within the poem”; the inferred mtuanonc,1 eing inex-
plicit, tempts us to read in details which are not overtly stated.

11.5 CONCLUSION

Having examined at some length the situational aspect of langu.agej, wc;are
now able to see, resuming the theme of Chapter 4, how essential implica-
tions of context are for the total interpretation of a poem. The constructed
context is in a sense the corner-stone of the interpretative process — we f:an(;
not say that we know what a poem is ‘about’ unless we hayc 1dcnt}11ﬁe'
certain landmarks of the world it portrays. Here once again, cmphasis
must be given to the subjective clement of interpretation: t‘hcrc is rooxclln
for the individual to read into a poem more than is cxph'cxtly declared.
Nevertheless, knowledge of contextual implications is an important and
necessary part of the equipment we bring to un_dcrs_tandmg a poe;n, aif I
hope the reader will find out for himself in considering the examples that
follow.
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Examples for discussion

Identify implicati i i
lde uifz unpthc.atxon; of c}ontext and licences of situation in the following. Consider
rpretation of cach poem in term i ituati .
pretati s of the inferred situs i
general linguistic forcgrounding. wion together with

[4]
And did those feet in ancient time
Walk upon England’s mountains green?
And was the holy Lamb of God
On England’s pleasant pastures scen?

And did the Countenance Divine
Shine forth upon our clouded hills?
And was Jerusalem builded here
Among those dark satanic mills?

Bn:ng me my bow of burning gold!
Br(mg me my arrows of desire !

Bring me my spear! O clouds unfold!
Bring me my chariot of fire!

I will not cease from mental fight;
Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand
Till we have built Jerusalem ,
In England’s green and pleasant land.
[William Blake, from Milton]

(4] Leda and the Swan
(Sce §11.3.2)
A sudden blow: the great wings beating still
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast. ’

How can those terrified vague fingers push
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
And how can body, laid in that white rush
But feel the strange heart beating where it iics?

A shudder in the loins engenders there
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.

Being so caught up,
So mastered by the brute blood of the air, d

]
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Did she put on his knowledge with his power

Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?
[W. B. Yecats]

Prayer before Birth
I am not yet born; O hear me.
Let not the bloodsucking bat or the rat or the stoat or the
club-footed ghoul come near me.

I am not yet born, console me.
I fear that the human race may with tall walls wall me,

with strong drugs dope me, with wise lies lure me,
on black racks rack me, in biood-baths roll me.

I am not yet born; provide me
With water to dandle me, grass to grow for me, trees to talk
to me, sky to sing to me, birds and a white light

in the back of my mind to guide me.

I am not yet born, forgive me
For the sins that in me the world shall commit, my words

when they speak me, my thoughts when they think me,
my treason engendered by traitors beyond me,
my life when they murder by means of my
hands, my death when they live me.

I am not yet born; rehearse me
In the parts I must play and the cues I must take when
old men lecture me, burcaucrats hector me, mountains
frown at me, lovers laugh at me, the white
waves call me to folly and the desert calls
me to doom and the beggar refuses
my gift and my children curse me.

I am not yet born; O hear me,
Let not the man who is beast or who thinks he is God

come near me.

I am not yet born; O fill me
With strength against those who would freeze my
humanity, would dragoon me into a lethal automaton,
would make me a cog in a machine, a thing with
one face, a thing, and against all those
who would dissipate my entirety, would
blow me like thistledown hither and
thither or hither and thither

203
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like water held in the

hands would spill me

Let thcn_l not make me a stone and let them not spill me.
Otherwise kill me.

[Louis MacNeice]
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Twelve

Ambiguity and Indeterminacy

The trouble with the word AmsIGuITY is that it is itself an instance of
troublesome ambiguity. In linguistics, it has generally been used in a
narrow sense which we may represent as ‘more than one cognitive mean-~
ing for the same piece of language;* whereas in literary studies it has often
been used in an extremely broad sense popularized by Empson in his witty
and influential book Seven Types of Ambiguity: ‘any verbal nuance, how-
ever slight, which gives room for alternative reactions to the same piece of
language’.2 These two senses roughly correspond to the narrow and wide
senses of ‘meaning’ distinguished in §3.1.3. There I found it convenient to
confine ‘meaning’ to the narrow sense of ‘cognitive meaning’, and to
use “significance’ for the wider sense of ‘all that is communicated by a
picce of language’. Similarly, I shall here prefer to use ‘ambiguity” in the
linguists’ sense, and to keep it distinct from ‘multiple significance’ (which
is Empson’s ‘ambiguity’).

Both ambiguity and the wider concept of multiple significance are mani-
festations of the MANY VALUED character of poetic language. If an ambi-
guity comes to our attention in some ordinary functional use of language,
we generally consider it a distraction from the message and a defect of
style. But if it occurs in a literary text, we tend to give the writer the
benefit of the doubt, and assume that a peaceful coexistence of alternative
meanings is intended. In much the same way, if two levels of symbolism
can be simultancously read into a poem, we are often inclined to accept
both, as contributing to the richness of its significance.

12,1 KINDS OF AMBIGUITY

For a classification of ambiguities, we return to the framework of linguis-
ticlevels expounded in §3.1.1. There it was observed that because of many-
one relationships between the levels of semantics, form, and realization, the
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utterance “His designs upset her’ could be assigned four different mean-
ings, as pictured in the following diagram:

REALIZATION FORM SEMANTICS
(His) past tense <:‘intcntions disturbed’ (1)
_ ‘drawings disturbed’ (2)
designs upset
‘. . . 3
(her) resent tense intentjons disturb (3)
p <‘ drawings disturb’ (4)

The branch in the path of interpretation between realization and form is
due to the HoMoONYMY of the present tensc and past tense of upset (two
different grammatical functions having the same spoken and written
realization); the branching between form and semantics is due to the
POLYSEMY (multiple meaning) of designs which can mean either ‘intentions’
or ‘drawings’ in this sentence. Thus what in physical terms is ‘the same
sentence’ can receive any of four meanings, according to its context.
Ambiguities, it will now be clear, can originate in homonymy, polysemy.
or (as in the case of the whole sentence above) a combination of the two. ’

Of course, the context (either linguistic or otherwise) does not always
pcrfnit both readings of an ambiguity to be registered. ‘ The designs upset
her \')vou‘ld pick out the meaning ‘drawings’ for designs, rather than the
meaning ‘intentions’.

In the past, discussion of homonymy and polysemy has been largely
confined to individual words. But it is important to realize that there are
both lexical and grammatical ambiguities:

LEXICAL HOMONYMY: (homonymy of words as items of vocabulary)
mole (noun) = ‘a small animal’

mole (noun) = ‘a spot on the skin’
(Either meaning is possible in ‘I noticed a mole?)

GRAMMATICAL HOMONYMY:
movitg gates as a Modifier+ Noun construction (=‘gates which
move’)
moving gates as a Verbal + Object construction (= ‘causing gates to
move’) :
(The ambiguity is apparent in ‘I like moving gates’)
LEXICAL POLYSEMY:
prefer =1. ‘promote’
=2. ‘like better’
(‘Gentlemen prefer blondes’ could be ambiguous in this respect)
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GRAMMATICAL POLYSEMY:
Present tense = 1. a momentary happening now
=2. 4 habitually repcated event
(‘The centre-forward Smith kicks hard’ is ambiguous in that it might
refer to a single event at the time of speaking — reported, say, by a radio
commentator — or to a habitual tendency.)

These are evidently distinct categories, although it is sometimes difficult
to decide whether to allot marginal specimens to one category or another.
The choice between lexical homonymy and lexical polysemy is especially
difficult. Why should we decide, for example, that there are two separate
nouns mole rather than two separate meanings of the same word? Tradi-
tionally, appeal has been made to etymology - that is, whether the two
senses can be traced historically to the same source. However, it will be
sufficient for us to rely on a rough criterion of semantic similarity. Because
there is no obvious connection of meaning between mole and mole, they
can be regarded as scparate words.

Whether an ambiguity is perceived or not depends on the person and
the context. The sentence ‘I like moving gates’, occurring in a normal
conversation, would probably notappear ambiguous, as the context would
make clear which interpretation was intended. In poetry, on the other
hand, ambiguities are frequently brought to the reader’s attention, and the
simultancous awareness of more than one interpretation is used for artistic
effect. One reason why we recognize and tolerate more ambiguity in poetry
is that we are in any case attuned to the acceptance of deviant usages and
interpretations. Consider the line ‘I made my song a coat’, which begins
Yeats’s poem A Coat. Here is a homonymy of two grammatical construc-
tions:

Subject+ Verbal+ Indirect Object+ Direct Object
Subject+ Verbal+ Direct Object 4 Object Complement
I made my song a coat

The first reading is equivalent in meaning to ‘I made a coat for my song’,
whereas the second is equivalent to ‘I made my song into'a coat’. Both
these interpretations have an clement of absurdity, and perhaps it is for that
reason that both have to be reckoned with in interpreting the poem. On
the other hand, if the sentence had been ‘I made my son a coat’, the first
interpretation would have been perfectly commonplace and acceptable,
and so the second, deviant interpretation would not have entered into
consideration.

In discussing HOMONYMS, or words which have the same realization, it is
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sometimes valuable to distinguish HomorrONES, or words which are pro-
nounced alike but written differently (boar, bore; die, dye; sea, see; etc.), and
HOMOGRAPHS, a rather smaller class of words which are written alike but
pronounced differently (lead, lead; bow, bow; conduct as noun, conduct as
verb; etc.). These are homonyms only with respect to a particular medium
— speech or writing. Because of spelling irregularities, English contains a
large number of homophones, and accordingly many lexical ambiguities
in English are ambiguities of speech only. The pun of Belloc’s epigram On

his Books (quoted earlier in §4.3) can, unlike Victorian children, be heard
but not seen:

When Iam dead, T hope it may be said:
“His sins were scarlet, but his books were read’.

In grammar, the situation is just the opposite: the writing system fails to
make many distinctions which are made in specch. In particular, intona-
tion and stress are richer, as means of expressing grammatical contrasts,
than punctuation, the corresponding aspect of the writing system. This
couplet from Auden’s Out on the Lawn is grammatically ambiguous in
writing, but not in speech:

Lucky, this point in time and space
Is chosen as my working place.

Assigning it one grammatical interpretation, we read it ‘It is lucky that
this point . . . is chosen as my working place’; but with another structure,
itreads: ‘Being lucky (i.e. because it is lucky), this point. . . is chosen as my
working place.” If we read the lines aloud, we are almost compelled, by
our choice of intonation pattern, to decide in favour of one or the other of
these readings.

In the written medium, lineation isa further fruitful source of ambiguity,
as we saw from an example by E. E. Cummings in §3.2.4. As a further
illustration, here is a verbal trompe Ioeil at the end of The Right of Way by
William Carlos Williams:

Why bother where I went?
for I went spinning on the

four wheels of my car
along the wet road until

I saw a girl with one leg
over the rail of a balcony
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At the penultimate line, we are brought up short by the hallucination of a
one-legged gitl, only to realize that the grammatical construction intro-
duced by with carries on into the next linc.

122 PUNS AND WORD-PLAY

A PUN is a foregrounded lexical ambiguity, which may have its origin
cither in homonymy or polysemy. Generally speaking, the more blatant
and contrived variety of pun is homonymic:

Where Bentley late tempestuous wont to sport
In troubled waters, but now sleeps in port.
[Pope, Dunciad, IV]

Bentley, the turbulent Cambridge critic, is described in a seafaring meta-
phor as having reached ‘port’ ora place of refuge and retirement, whﬂ§t a
quite unrelated type of port incongruously conjures up the image of an aging
scholar mellowing under the influence of wine. Empson, whilst not dis-
paraging this type of word-play, calls it ‘a simply funny pun’_, and colo.ur—
fully describes it as one which ‘jumps out of its setting, yapping, and bites
the Master on the ankles’.?

The more subtle and subdued effect of the polysemantic pun is illustrated
by this passage, also discussed by Empson,* in which an eighteenth-century
race for preferment is depicted:

Most manfully besiege the patron’s gate,
And, oft repulsed, as oft attack the great,
With painful art, and application warm,
And take at last some little place by storm.
[Edward Young, Love of Fatne, Satire 1]

The meaning of ‘place’= ‘position, job is superimposed upon a sense
which bears out the military metaphor, that of ‘place’= ‘location’. Be-
cause of the resemblance between the senses, their collision is less violent
than that of the previous example.

What makes the homonymic pun more obtrusive and (generally) .lcss
scrious than the polysemantic pun is the feeling that the poet has availed
himself of an accident of language. To speakers of English, it is a matter of
sheer chance that the two words port and port are pronounced and spelt
the same way; but because the senses of place are related to one another, it
does not seem unreasonable that they should be expressed by the same form.




210 CHAPTER TWELVE

12.2.1 Technical Variations

As there are various ways in which people can be made aware of an am-

biguity, it is vs{orthwhile spending some time examining the technical
aspects of punning and related forms of word-play.

Punning repetition 1

P 19 rep Ht. In the puns Wc_have so far examined, two or more
s are actually suggested by a single occurrence of the ambiguous se-

quence of sounds. But a double meaning can also be brought to one’s

attention by a repetition of the same sequence, first in one sense and then in

another. So Romeo, lamenting that Cupid brings heaviness instead of

gaicty, puns on sore and soar, bound (adj.) and bound (verb):

I'am too sore enpierced with his shaft

To soar with his light feathers, and so bound,

I cannot bound a pitch above dull woe.®
[Romeo and Juliet, Liv]

The device is. partiFularly popular with Elizabethan dramatists, and is taken
to extremes in a piece of dialogue from Richard IT:

BITZWATER: Surrey thou liest,
SURREY: Dishonourable boy!
That lie shall ke so heavy on my sword,
That it shall render vengeance and revenge,
Till thou the lie-giver and that lie do lie
In earth as quict as thy father’s skull.
[IV.i]

Despite the plethora of repetitions, only one ambiguity is in fact at issue

Pere - the homonymy of the two words Jie (asin ‘lie down’) and lie (as in
tell lies’).

Play on antonyms. One way to make a multiple meaning spring to notice
Is to use two words which are normally antonyms in non-antonymous
senses. In the balcony scene of Romeo and Juliet, Juliet apologizes, in these
_V:/ords, for having unwittingly declared her love without being w’oocd for
it:
therefore pardon me,
And not impute this yielding to light love,
Which the dark night hath so discovered.
[ILii]
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Light is used here in the Shakespearean sense of ‘frivolous’, and yet at the
same time we are made aware of it as an antonym to dark.

The ‘asyntactic’ pun. In an ‘asyntactic’ pun, one of the meanings does not
actually fit into the syntactic context. Mercutio, wounded by Tybalt, jests
about his impending death:

Ask for me tomorrow and you shall find me a grave man.
[Romeo and Juliet, IILi]

The sinister meaning of grave hinted at here is that of grave as a noun, al-
though in the given construction ‘a grave man’, it can only be an adjec-
tive.

The etymological pun. Poets, as we saw in §3.2.8, are given to using words
in etymologically reconstructed senses, and this tendency sometimes shows
itself in puns which bring together an etymological meaning and a current
meaning of the same word. In Auden’s phrase “the distortions of ingrown
virginity’ [Sir, No Man’s Enemy),® distortion can, because of its proximity
to ingrown, be construed literally and etymologically as ‘twisting out of
shape’, as well as in its obvious abstract sense.

Syllepsis. The rhetorical figure of syrrepsis (“taking together’) can be seen
asa type of pun. Itisa compound structure in which two superficially alike
constructions are collapsed together, so that one item is understood in dis-
parate senses:

Here thou, great Anna! whom three realms obey,
Dost sometimes counsel take — and sometimes tea.
[Pope, The Rape of the Lock, 11}

The similar constructions in this case are ‘take counsel” and ‘take tea’. The
two uses of take are both idiomatic, and are plainly distinct in meaning, the
one being abstract, the other concrete. The effect of the syllepsis is to
suggest, ironically, that the two activities are comparable, and of equal im-
portance.

Play on similarity of pronunciation. A ‘jingle’ depending on approximate
rather than absolute homonymity is technically not a pun, although its
effect is similar.

A young man married is a man that’s marred
[All's Well that Ends Well, 11.iii]
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This kind of repetition differs only in the degree of similarity from that
carlier called ‘chiming’ (§6.4.1). As with ‘mice and men’ and similar ex-
amples, the likeness of sound leads one to look out for a connection in
sense as well. (The similarity is greater in some dialects of modern English
(e.g- Scots) than in others.)

On the face of it, it seems impossible to superimpose such quasi-homo-
nyms on the same occurrence, as one can superimpose full homonyms like
port an.d port. Nevertheless, the ‘portmanteau’ technique developed with
such virtuosity by Joyce is in fact a method of simultaneously suggesting
expressions which sound slightly different. Joyce’s blends are not words of
English language atall, but grotesque and often amusing formations created
‘by the distortion and mingling of English or foreign words. The following
is a list of examples collected from the pages of Finnegar's Wake by
Margaret Schlauch, who also provides the explanatory gloss:”

dontelleries= dentelleries (French for lace-adorned objects; also discreet,
intimate garments which ‘don’t tell’.) ,

erigenating= originating; also Erigena-ting (from Duns Scotus Erigena, the
“Erin-born philosopher’) ’

veniissoon after=very soon after; venison after; Venus’ son after

eroscope= horoscope; Eros-scope; hero-scope

Fiendish Park= Phoenix Park; Park of Fiends

MUSEYToom= tiysettm, musing room

Champs de Mors= Champs de Mars; Field of Death (Mors)

herodotary= hereditary; hero-doter; Herodotus ?

pigmaid= made like a pig; pigmied

12.2.2 In Defence of the Pun

Alt}’xough maligned by popular opinion, which affects to regard the ‘pun-
ster” as a pernicious bore, puns — especially those involving polysemy ~
have been treated seriously by poets of most periods of English literature.
As foregrounded features of language they need, however, some artistic
justification.

The. type of pun which expresses two meanings through the same occur-
rence is, we might say, its own justification, for it gives two meanings for
the price of one, and so adds to the poem’s density and richness of signifi-
cance. Empson suggests, for example, that in the following lines two un-
f:or‘mf:cted interpretations of pitch are metaphorically applicable: that found
in *pitching a tent’, and that of ‘making black, covering with pitch’:8
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but soon he found
The welkin pitched with sullen clouds around,
An eastern wind, and dew upon the ground.
[Dryden, Death of Amyntas)

The two meanings can be simultaneously read into the passage withoutany
marked incongruity, although there is no interanimating link between
them.

In general, however, to justify a pun or play on words, we look for a
significant connection, either of similarity or of contrast, between the
meanings. In a polysemantic pun, such a connection is almost bound to
offer itself, for the relationship between different senses of the same item is
usually such that a derivation from one to the other can be traced by meta-
phor, or some other rule of transference. The two senses of place discussed
in §12.2 are related in that the meaning of ‘position, job’ is an abstract
extension of the locative meaning. Empson talks of a pun of this kind being
‘justified by derivation’.®

With the homonymic pun, in contrast, less emphasis is on the semantic
connection than on the ingenuity of the writer in taking advantage of an
arbitrary identity of sound. In Romeo’s speech quoted in §r12.2.1, the
cleverness of the punning repetition of soar and sore, bound and bound, seems
almost an end in itself. Nevertheless, this type of pun can sometimes serve
a higher purpose:*°

and three corrupted men. . . .

Have, for the gilt of France, — O guilt indeed ! -

Confirm’d conspiracy with fearful France.

[Henry V, 11, Chorus]

A double link can be discerned between the guilt of the traitors and the gilt
or money they receive from the French king. There is firstly a superficial
contrast between something dark and unpleasant, and something appar-
ently bright and attractive; and secondly, there is a deeper association be-
tween lucre and evil. Both these connections are conventional, yet add
point to the pun: the juxtaposition of guilt loads the phrase ‘the gilt of
France’ with dark connotations.

If the contrast between the two meanings of a pun is more striking than
their similarity, its purpose is probably ironical. Pope’s pun on port (§12.2),
whilst appearing to describe Bentley’s retirement in the dignified metaphor
of a ship reaching harbour, slily insinuates a wine-bibbing dotage. The
punning on the word foolin King Lear [ILiv and elsewhere] conveys, among
other things, the ironical message that the king himself is the real fool,
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w?mrcas he who is called ‘fool’, the court Jester, is the mouthpicce of
wisdom.

If, on the other hand, it is the similarity between the senses that is
striking, the pun is similar in force to a metaphor:

NORTHUMBERLAND: My Lord, in the base court he [Bolingbroke] doth
attend
To speak with you; may it please you to come down.
KING RICHARD : Down, down I come; like glistering Phacton down
Wanting the manage of unruly jades. ’
In the base court? Base court, where kings grow base
To come at traitor’s calls and do them grace. ,
[Richard I, T1Liii]

Df:scending the walls of Flint Castle to patley with Bolingbroke, Richard
seizes on the symbolic appropriateness of ‘lowering” himself to t,reat with
a treasonous subject; he rcanimates the dead metaphorical connection be-
tween bas'e meaning ‘low down’ and base meaning morally and socially
contemptible. Many of Joyce’s punning blends also depend on the percep-
tlon.of some analogy — for example, museyroom, discussed from this point
of view in §4.2.2.
. 'ljhcre may be a slight element of primitive ‘word-magic’ in the appre-
ciation of a serious pun of this kind. A great deal of superstition about
words, and especially over proper names, can be reduced to the conviction
that bf:causc two words are alike, what they stand for must also be alike
Even in Christian literature, a trace of this fecling scems to be present in
puns 'such as Pope Gregory’s famous play on the similarity of dngli and
ange{t. Rather fancifully, one might imagine the saint’s Justification of his
punin these words: ‘Ina world ordered by divine providence, no aspect of
languagc can be considered accidental. Could it not be God’s especial will
that this tribe of Angles, like the angels in name, should also be like them in
nature,?‘ And is it not therefore especially fitting that we should convert
them?’. On such grounds we might argue that the pun, far from being a
superficial trick of speech, sounds primeval depths in the human mind.g

123 OPEN INTERPRETATION

Fron.l ambiguity, we widen discussion to take in the more general topic of
m}lltlplc significance: the ‘many valued’ view of poetic language as ap-
plied not just to cognitive meanings, but to all that a poem communicatfs

I have headed this section ‘open interpretation’, because it is important to

AMBIGUITY AND INDETERMINACY 2135

realize that the significance of a poem is open to addition, revision, and
curtailment by the knowledge, imagination, and understanding of different
interpreters.

Some aspects of interpretation are obviously more personal and subjec-
tive than others. We may look at it like this. A poem offers a vast number
of interpretative possibilities; some aresimply theoretical possibilities which
would rarely, if ever, occur to an actual reader; others are more plausible.
The subjective element enters when the reader selects from this array of
possibilities that interpretation, or those interpretations, which suit him
best. The role of linguistics is to help us to study what possibilities exist;
the role of the literary commentator, it may be suggested, is to evaluate
the various possibilities, and to arrive at an informed and authoritative in-
terpretation by rejecting some and accepting others.

To complicate the picture, some aspects of poetic significance are in-
definite, in that there is no finite number of possibilities to choose from.
The ground of a metaphor, for example, cannot be specified exactly: al-
though people might agree roughly on the basis of a comparison between
tenor and vehicle, there would still remain an area of vagueness. To the
concept of multiple significance, therefore, we add that of INDETERMINATE
sioNIFICANCE. The whole significance of a poem could never be extracted
from it by exegesis: such an undertaking would be beyond the reach of
the literary commentator, and still further beyond the reach of the lin-
guistic expert.

12.3.1 Sources of Multiple and Indeterminate Significance

For clarity’s sake, I shall here attempt to summarize the various sources of
multiple and indefinite significance in poetry which have arisen in the
course of this book. No more than a rough and tentative list is offered,
since the intention is merely to suggest the vastness of the problem of
accounting for all that a poem is capable of communicating.

SOURCES OF MULTIPLE SIGNIFICANCE

[a] Ordinary linguistic ambiguity, as just discussed in §§12.1 and 12.2.

[0] Deviations. There are different ways of ‘making sense’ of the same
linguistic deviation. For example, various rules of transference may be
applied to the same semantic absurdity (Chapters 8 and 9).

[c] Schemes. The question may arise, for example, of whether to treat the
relationship between two words stressed by parallelism as one of con-
trast or one of similarity (Chapters 4 and s).
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[d] Implications of Context. The ‘world within the poem’ may be built up
simultancously on different levels. Empson says of The Faerie Queene
“You can read all kinds of political and religious interpretations, indeed
any interpretation that comes naturally to you, into a story offered as
interesting in itself, and as giving an abstracted vision of all the conflicts
of humanity’.** In With a Guitar, to Jane (see §11.3), the situation of
address exists on two levels, that of Ariel to Miranda, and that of Shelley
to Jane.

SOURCES OF INDETERMINATE SIGNIFICANCE

[a] Register and dialect (sce §§1.1.1 and 1.1.2). A poem’s implications of dia-
lectand register are not clear-cut, because dialect and register distinctions

themselves are not clear-cut ; for example, there is no simple dichotomy
between ‘formal’ and ‘colloquial” English, but innumerable degrees of
formality. :

[b] Other connotations. The range of connotations which language has by
virtue of what it refers to (see §3.1.4) is also vague and indeterminate.
‘Who can name, for example, the exact psychological repercussions of
terrible and beauty juxtaposed in Yeats’s line ‘A terrible beauty is born’
[Easter 1916]? Context often gives prominence to certain attitudes and
suppresses others: thus in Auden’s phrase ‘ingrown virginity’, the un-~
pleasant rather than pleasant associations of virginity are singled out for
attention. Yet personal attitudes will always vary. This is the area of
subjective interpretation par excellence: a person’s reaction to a word,
emotive and otherwise, depends to a great extent on that person’s in-
dividual experience of the thing or quality referred to.

[c] The ground and tenor of ametaphor. Both havean indeterminate element,
as described in §§9.2.1 and 9.2.2.

[d] Implications of context. Part of the interpretation of a poem consists in
furnishing the *world within the poem” with details which are merely
inferred from implications of context: deciding, for example, what
exactly is supposed to be happening in Yeats’s Easter 1916 (see §r1.4).
The inference can take place on a factual, as well as on an imaginary
level. A person who believes that the riddle of Shakespeare’s Sonnets has
been solved will project into the poem actual historical personalities for
the “fair.youth’ and the ‘dark lady’. The process of ‘reading in’ details
can go on ad infinitum.

The interpretation of a poem is ‘open’ in at least two further respects.
As foregrounding is by no means an all-or-none matter, personal judg-
ment often enters in with the question of whether to consider a feature of
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a poem as forcgrounded or not. And in the last resort, there is always a
further interpretative choice — whether to find a positive interpretation
for a given feature, or to reject it as vacuous or aberrant.

12.3.2 The Analogy of Visual Arts

These questions of interpretation may seem so bound upl v.vmli1 languagci:_,
that it may be a surprise to find that there are close parallels in the appreci
ation of visual arts, where one would perhaps expect less scope for amlllaxi
guity and the interference of individual judgnent. Tl}c .cox.npzftr“lson wnb, ,
hope, illuminate not only the general question of artistic significance, bu
in particular the nature of poetic interpretation.

" ij Art and Hlusion,*? an I;utstanding study of the psycl.lology of art ap-
preciation, E. H. Gombrich explores in great detail and with great penetra-
tion the theme that understanding a picture is far ﬁ'on.l merely ‘takmg in
what is there on the canvas: it is projecting into the picture an interpreta-
tion that one accepts as the most plausible, and igx19rmg many ot}icr inter-
pretations which are theoretically possible. The simplest example comes

.13,
from the realm of pcrspectlvc1 :

fig- 1]

The diagram of four thomboids, taken as a perspective draWi;lg"I; plam.ly
ambiguous: it can be seen as a strip of folded rectanguar panels either sccln
from above, with the middle fold towards the front, or seen from.benca.t h,
with the middle fold towards the back. Apart from these, there is a third
less obvious, but no less indisputable interpretation — that of a set qf hactual
rhomboids joined on a flat surface. What is less easy to accep:{' without z;
study of the laws of perspective, is that this could be a three;3 ff.cn}s:ona

representation of any number of irregular, a}nd hence_ less pro a1 es a%ef
We find it extremely difficult even to imagine these 1nnufnerab e p(c)lsm il-
ities, because our minds are so used to selecting f)nly the sgnplest and most
reasonable reading. Not even the three regular interpretations are in prac-
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tice sixm.dtaneous possibilities: context makes up our minds for us, so that
we are simply not aware of having made a choice. ,

A comparable linguistic illustration is the ‘human elephant’ exampl
already discussed in the introduction to Chapter 9. The two words hmi .
and elephant are logically incompatible in this phrase, and so cannot bo[tll,:
be takc?n in the basic zoological sense. But the quest’ion of wh‘ich to take
figuratively is decided by context. ‘All the zoo-keepers like Jumbo — he’s
such a human elephant’ - this picks out a literal interpretation of elephant:
but the opposite interpretation is selected by ‘Mind where you putp our
fect, you great human elephant!”. This second sentence also selectsy the
meaning ‘clumsy btl‘lte’ rather than the other conventional metaphorical
meaning of L:Iep/za{zt, person witha long memory’. But there is the further
submerged” ambiguity of theoretically possible interpretations which we
can only bring ourselves to imagine by a special mental effort. Think. for
e'xamplc, of the numerous possible tenors and grounds which éould cs’tab-
lish a metaphorical connection between humans and elephants. A ‘human
clephant’ might mean a person with large, flapping ears; or it .might per-
haps:, refer to a person carrying a large burden on his back as an cle,hant
carrics a howdah, or to a person who, when he blows his nose sounci like
an elephant trumpeting. Once we start thinking serious] abo tit, tf

possibilities become endless. d s e
To show that this sort of ambivalence arises also in poetry, we may ob-
serve that Tennyson’s line ‘Authority forgets a dying king’ [’The Pass}i’n of
Art{mr] contains a literal incompatibility between authority and for, éz’ts
which may be resolved either by taking authority as litcral and Sor ei as
trax?sferrcd, or vice versa. In the first case, we have a straightforwarﬁ c;~
so;uf}cation of “authority’, which forsakes, or leaves, a dying kin Wllljosc
will is no longer obeyed by his subjects. In the second case autlzo;git ma
Sc t:f(lf@n a:r ? syn(.:cdoche folr ‘people in authority’, who lit’erally ‘fgrgct}:
1¢ king. There is an exactly ¢ i iguity i ’
‘Crabbgd age and youth camz,ot ?it:stiondl?lg’ amblgmt}', o Shz'lke'spcarf S
: dy gether’ [The Passionate Pilgrim, xii],
_Gombrich points out how much of “reading a picture’ depends on ima-
gining, or projecting into it, what is in fact not there.* A few dots and
_]aggcd strokes of paint may suggest a distant crowd of people, or a rough
scnbblc} a l;{ndscapc of trees and rocks. This is similar to the w;y in whi%h
we project into a poem the situation suggested by a few linguistic clues. In
interpreting a poem, too, we rely on the literary counterpart of what
Gox.nbnch calls ‘the consistency test’18; that is, we discard all interpretative
conjectures which do not fit in with the rest of the ‘world within the
poem’, just as in making sense of a spatter of paint on canvas, ora couple of
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lines on paper, we reject those meanings which are incompatible with the
‘world within the picture’. For instance, we should have to rule out some
of the main interpretations of fig. [j] above if we understood the rest of the
picture in which it appcarcd to represent an acrial panorama. But of course,
in poetry as in painting, onc cluc can cause a revision of the whole of the
rest of the interpretation ~ again, in the interests of consistency. Each guess
in the interpretation of a poem provides a context for all the other guesses,
and may cither confirm or disconfirm them. Hence interpreting a work of
art is not unlike interpreting the world we live in through science: the
total interpretation is a theory built on individual hypotheses, and one con-
trary clue may cause a revision of the whole theory.

Modern painters have forced the observer into an awareness of his visual
inferences by confronting him with spatial puzzles: spatial ‘worlds’ full of
irregularities or contradictions, spatial ‘worlds” denuded of conventional
clues to interpretation. The special feature of cubism is, in Gombrich’s
words, its ‘introduction of contrary clues which will resist all attempts to
apply the test of consistency’.*® The viewer, whose tendency to take the
casicst path of interpretation is thus frustrated, finds himself exercising his
visual imagination, and secking some deeper level on which apparent
nonsensc may be turned into sense. The literary counterpart of the cubist
is the “difficult’ poet who puts sentences together in such a way as to block
the reader’s scarch for an obvious interpretation, leading him to probe until
he satisfies ‘the consistency test” at a deeper level of interpretation. Hart
Crane’s ‘Frosted cyes lift altars’ [At Melville's Tomb] is a case in point.
Crane had to explain to his baffled editor that this superficially nonsensical
line ‘refers simply to a conviction that a man, not knowing perhaps a
definite god yet being endowed with a reverence for deity — such a man
naturally postulates a deity somehow, and the altar of that deity by the
very action of the eyes liffed in scarching’.*” Such verbal enigmas perplex
our sense-making faculty until someone - ideally, as in this case, the poet
himself - reveals an unforescen interpretation.

Yet it would not do — here we must repeat the argument of §4.2.1 — to
think of the poem as something locked inside the poet’s mind, something
of which the words on the page are simply the manifestation. The painting
exists apart from what the painter intended to put into it, and the poem
apart from the intentions of the poet. We have correctly been concentra-
ting on the interpretative rather than the creative process. ‘Any picture’,
says Gombrich, ‘by its very nature, remains an appeal to the visual imagi-~
nation; it must be supplemented in order to be understood.”*® This, with
minimum alteration, can be applied to verbal art. A poem exists apart from
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both its creator and its interpreters; but when we ask what a poem ‘means’
or ‘communicates’, we must have some interpreter in mind ~ and we must
think of what that interpreter puts into the poem, as well as what he takes
from it.

12.3.3 Seeking the Optimal Interpretation

We may envisage an ‘optimal interpretation’ of a poem cither in quantita-
tive or in qualitative terms: as the interpretation which is richest, in the
sense of having the maximum amount of significance, or the interpretation
which is best, on some scale of aesthetic evaluation. Of these two concepts,
the second, as we shall see later in this section, implies a limitation of the
first.

In this book a great deal of emphasis - perhaps too much - has been
placed on the compensatory or remedial role of the reader’s intelligence in
making sense of what would otherwise have to be rejected as senseless or,
at the least, pointless. In the discussion of symbolism (§9.2.6) we saw that
this view of interpretation was not broad enough, and that the special
sense-making mechanisms of poetry arc not restricted to cases where the
face-value interpretation is inadequate. There is a good case for supple~
menting the principle that ‘human intelligence abhors a vacuum of sense”
by the more positive principle that ‘the human mind in poetry secks as
miich sense as it reasonably can’. That is to say, in poetry all conceivable
channels of communication are potentially open.

The American linguist Edward Sapir compares language to an electric
dynamo able to power a lift, but normally used simply to operate a door-
bell.** Referring to this, another noted American scholar, Uriel Wein-
reich, contrasts the ‘desemanticized’ or low-voltage use of language in
conventional sayings, casual conversation, etc., with the ‘hypersemantic-
ized” or high-voltage use of language in literature.2° Poetic language is,
as Mrs Nowottny describes it in another comparison, ‘language at full
stretch’ 2! and it is stretched to capacity not just under the threat of a failure
in the communicative process, but because of a general expectation, part
of the “mental set” a reader brings to poetry, that every single feature of
language is a matter of design rather than of chance or carelessness.

We may suggest, in conclusion, that the intelligent and sensitive reader
of poetry looks for an optimal interpretation both quantitatively and quali-
tatively: he accepts as many significances as plausibly contribute to his
interpretation without irrelevance or inconsistency. But clearly what is
‘relevant to” or “consistent with” a given interpretation is often a matter of
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acsthetic judgment: whether a given significance has a positive or n?ganvc
effect on the appreciation of the poem. In the last resort, therefore, the two

roles of interpretation and evaluation cannot be scparated.

Examples for discussion

The following short poems are suggcstcdv as subjgcts f'or‘ discussion rgr.igm%b]o:ﬁ;
every chapter of the book. Consider [a] kuvld‘s of l{ngmstlc f(?rcgr.mmlm‘g, ! the
interpretation of foregrounding, and [¢] 1nd1v1flual 1.11tcrprc§at1(?1.1s in rjat:ion‘ o1in~
total interpretation of each poem. Be ready to 1dcnt1f)r.amb1gmt1cs al}x1 in i}rn

acies. Do not be afraid of paraphrase as a means of getting at part of the significance

of a poem.

[a] Song
Still to be neat, still to be dressed
As you were going to a feast;
Still to be powdered, still perfumed:
Lady, it is to be presumed,
Though art’s hid causes arc not found,
All is not sweet, all is not sound.

Give me a look, give me a face,
That makes simplicity a grace;
Robes looscly flowing, hair as free;
Such sweet neglect more taketh me
Than all th’adulteries of art.

They strike my eyes, but not my heart. s
Y [Ben Jonson, from Epicane, or The Silent Woman)

[6] A Song
Lord, when the sense of thy sweet grace
Sends up my soul to seck thy fm_:c,
Thy blessed eyes breed such desire,
1 die in love's delicious fire.
O love, I am thy sacrifice.
Be still triumphant, blessed eyes.
Still shine on me, fair suns! that I
Still may behold, though still I die.
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Though still I die, I live again;
Still longing so to be still slain,
So gainful is such loss of breath,
T die even in desire of death.

Still live in me this loving strife
Ofliving death and dying life,
For while thou sweetly slayest me,
Dead to myself, I live in thee.

[Richard Crashaw]

[ The Sick Rose
O Rose, thou art sick!
The invisible worm,
That flies in the night,
In the howling storm,

Has found out thy bed
Of crimson joy;
And his dark secret love
Docs thy life destroy.
[Blake, from Songs of Experience]

[d] Sumum Bonum
All the breath and the bloom of the year in the bag of one bee:
All the wonder and wealth of the mine in the heart of one gem:
In the core of one pearl all the shade and the shine of the sea:
Breath and bloom, shade and shine, ~ wonder, wealth, and — how far above
them —
Truth, that’s brighter than gem,
Trust, that’s purer than pearl, -
Brightest truth, purest trust in the universe - all were for me
In the kiss of one girl.
[Robert Browning]

[e] An Irish Airman Foresees his Death
I know that I shall meet my fate
Somewhere among the clouds above;
Those that I fight I do not hate,
Those that I guard I do not love;
My country is Kiltartan Cross,
My countrymen Kiltartan’s poor,
No likely end could bring them loss
Or leave them happier than before.
Nor law, nor duty bade me fight,
Nor public men, nor cheering crowds,
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A lonely impulse of delight
Drove to this tumult in the clouds;
I balanced all, brought all to mind,
The years to come scemed waste of breath,
A waste of breath the years behind
In balance with this life, this death.
[W. B. Yeats]

[f] Poemn without a Main Verb
Woatching oneself
being clever, being clever:
keeping the keen equipoise between always and never;

delicately divining
(the gambler’s sick art)
which of the strands must hold, and which may part;

playing off, playing off
with pointless cunning
the risk of remaining against the risk of running;

balancing balancing
(alert and knowing)
the carelessly hidden with the carefully left showing;

endlessly, endlessly
finely elaborating
the filigree threads in the web and bars in the grating:

at Jast minutely
and thoroughly lost
in the delta where profit fans into cost;

with superb navigation
afloat on that darkening, deepening sea,
helplessly, helplessly.

[John Wain]

Notes

1 In linguistics, ambiguity has often been treated in non-semantic terms: for ex~
ample, as a purely grammatical phenomenon by N. cHOMSKY, Aspects of the Theory
of Syntax, Cambridge, Mass., 1965, 21—-2. Nevertheless, it can be argued that the
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Conclusion

A retrospective summary of this book in one or two paragraphs may help
the reader who has persevered this far to see how its parts fit into a general
pattern. We began, in Chapters 1 and 2, with the question ‘what is special
about the language of poetry?’, and in particular, ‘what does it mean to
use language creatively?”. From there, in Chapters 3 and 4, we turned to
the subject of poetic licence, and to the even broader concept of linguistic
foregrounding, or ‘artistic obtrusion’, and saw the interpretation of poetry
mainly as making sense of foregrounded aspects of language. The re-
maining chapters dealt with various kinds of foregrounding: Chapters s
and 6 with repetitions of words and sounds; Chapter 7 with the conven-
tional foregrounding of patterns in verse; Chapters 8, 9, and 10 with
special modes of meaning, and the part which literal absurdity plays in
their operation; Chapter 11 with the foregrounding of situation; and
Chapter 12 with the foregrounding of ambiguity in puns and other uses of
multiple meaning.

Certain themes have assumed prominence as this study has progressed.
The notion of foregrounding has been supplemented by that of poetic
language as a ‘hypersemanticized” medium, in which the individual reader
projects special significance wherever his critical judgment lets him do so.
We have come to see the question of ‘meaning” or significance in poetry
from the reader’s point of view as a question of interpretation, and to see
interpretation as what the reader puts into a poem, as well as what he takes
from it.

Finally, let us think about the part linguistic analysis plays in the total
study of literary texts. It is artificial to draw a clean line between linguistic
and critical exegesis: stylistics is, indeed, the area in which they overlap.
Nevertheless, if such a line had to be drawn, I should draw it as follows:
the linguist is the man who identifies what features in a poem need inter-
pretation (i.e. what features are foregrounded), and to some extent (e.g.
by specifying rules of transference) what opportunities for interpretation
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are available; the literary critic is the man who weighs up the different
possible interpretations. I hasten, however, to make an amendment to this
division of labour: it is better to regard linguist and critic not as different
people, but as different roles which may be assumed by the same person.
Every critic who appeals to linguistic evidence is acting as his own lin-
guist; and any linguist who turns his attention to a poetic text can scarcely
avoid bringing his critical judgment to bear on it. I have strayed over the
line many times in this book, taking on the role of an amateur (and not
particularly competent) critic. Notwithstanding, I feel that apologies arc
unnecessary, for the doubling of roles is inevitable. The acceptance of its
inevitability might lessen the resentment of some critics against the ignor-
ance and insensitivity of some linguists, and ease the agonized posture of
some linguists who lean over backwards to avoid appearing to consult
their subjective reactions to a poem.

Viewing the total significance of a poem in terms of the reader’s inter-
pretation, as we have done, disposes of the following fallacy, to which lin~
guists on occasion have seemed to subscribe: ‘Because poetry consists of
language, the linguist, if he had enough leisure, could eventually give a
complete explanation of a poem.” To see how wrong this is, we merely
have to reflect on how many kinds of knowledge, apart from knowledge
of the language, enter into the interpretation of English poetry. Compre-
hension of practically any poem can be influenced by biographical inform-
ation, or by experience of other poems by the same writer. For example,
a reader well informed on Wordsworth’s life and work would be able to
guess that the ‘I’ of an unfamiliar Wordsworth poem would be ‘I, William
Wordsworth the poet’, rather than the fictional ‘I’ one would be inclined
to expect in a poem by Browning. The work of some poets, such as
Dryden, cannot be understood fully without a detailed social and political
history of the times. A knowledge of intellectual and moral systems must
be assumed in many cases — say, a knowledge of Neoplatonism in‘Renais-
sance literature. Often, interpretation also depends on familiarity with
literary traditions, conventional symbolism, mythology, and so forth. We
need go no further in this enumeration of relevant fields of knowledge.
Scarcely any item of information on any subject can be ruled out as
irrelevant to the understanding of poetry.

There is quite a widespread view - or shall I say superstition? - that
to scrutinize a poem by the cold light of reason and common sense is to
deprive it of the mystery, the miraculousness, which should be felt by any-
one responding to a work of art. Whilst I know that nobody who has read
this book subscribes to this view (anyone who held it would have given up
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after the Introduction), it is surely best for both linguist and critic to be
silent on such matters, in deference to the words of the artist himself. I
therefore gain comfort from this remark by Jean Cocteau:

Poetry finds first and secks afterwards. It is the quarry of exegesis which
is unquestionably a Muse because it is apt to decipher our codes, to
illuminate our inner darkness, and to tell us about what we were un-
aware of having said.?

In fact, this is perhaps too generous an assessment on the part of the creative
writer. However much the analyst may be able to illuminate, whether by
linguistic or critical exegesis, there will always remain the inexplicable
residue, the marvel of creative achievement. To restore the balance, then,
it is fitting that we should close with the view of another artist in words,
Dylan Thomas, who above any other writer of modern times, has exhi-
bited a magical power over the English language:

You can tear a poem apart to sce what makes it technically tick, and say
to yourself, when the works are laid out before you, the vowels, the
consonants, the rthymes and rhythms, ‘Yes, this is it. This is why the
poem moves me so. It is because of the craftsmanship.” But you're back
again where you began. You're back with the mystery of having been
moved by words. The best craftsmanship always leaves holes and gaps in
the works of the poem, so that something that is not in the poem can
creep, crawl, flash, or thunder in.?

Notes

1 Said at Oxford; reported by s. ULLMANN, Language and Style, Oxford, 1964, 99.

2 From ‘Notes on the Art of Poetry’ written in the summer of 1951, at Laugharne,
in reply to questions posed by a student; reprinted in y. scurLy, ed., Modern Poets
on Modern Poetry, Fontana Library, 1966, 202.
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description, 134~6
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deviation, dialectal, 49

—, formal, 75, 76

—, grammatical, 446

—, lexical, 42—4

—, of historical period, 512

—, linguistic, 25, 29-33, 36, 42-53, 56-7,
21§

—, of register, 4051

—, phonological, 46

—, semantic, 48-9, 75, 76. See absurdity;
tropes

—, syntactic

dialect, 8-9, 200, 216

dialectism, 49

dialectology, 41

differentiation, 38-9

dimeter, 114, 115

Donne, John, 61, 142-3, 150, 158, 1913,
195, 197, 198, 199

dramatic composition, 196, 199

Dryden, John, 28-9, 33, 67, 141~2, 213,
226

echoic aspect of language, 73~100

Eliot, T. S., 29, 42, 44, 50, 51, 52, $3,
58, 81, 83, 84, 118, 128, 2001

ellipsis, 152~3

Emerson, R. W., 141

end-stopped lines, 123-5, 127, 128

enjambment, 123~5

cpanalepsis, 82

epistrophe, 81

epizeuxis, 77

exaggeration. See hyperbole

expression and content, 73-6

eye-rhyme, 92—3

feet, 112-14

fiction, 166, 195—7

Fielding, Henry, 172, 173

figurative language, 147-65

figures of speech, 4, 73, 79~83. See
schemes; tropes

— of thought, 74

foregrounding, 56-8, 178, 212, 216-17,
225. See schemes; tropes

—, consistency of, 57-8

form, (linguistic), 37-8. See grammar;
lexicon

Golding, William, 197

Goldsmith, Oliver, 64, 67-8

grammar, 37. See morphology; syntax

— and metre, 122-8

grand style, 16-17

graphology, 37, 39, 47-8

Gray, Thomas, 8, 15, 16, 31-2, 13, 116,
178, 184~5

ground (of a metaphor), 151, 155~7, 216

Hardy, Thomas, 9, 14, 49, 118-9, 120,
198, 200

heightening, 14, 86

hendiadys, 4

Herbert, George, 99-100, 158, 170-1

hexameter, 114, 116

homographs, 208

homoioteleuton, 82

homonymy, 206-9, 212

homophony, 38-9, 208

Hood, Thomas, 115

Hooker, Richard, 84

Hopkins, Gerard Manley, 8, 32, 43, 44,
45-6, 65, 75-6, 90, 106, 107, 118

hyperbaton, 18, 74

hyperbole, 166, 167-8, 170-1

‘hypersemanticized’ use of language,
220, 225

iamb, r12-13

information theory, 29
innuendo, 174-6

interpretation, §8-61

— of parallelism, 67-9

— of sound patterns, 95-100
—, open, 21421

—, ‘optimal’, 220-1

intonation, 63, 107, 125§

irony, 50~1, 149, 166, 170, 171-8
— of tone, 176-8

irrational, the, in poetry, 131-44
1sochronism, 105

‘jingles’, 211~12

Jonson, Ben, 168

Joyce, James, 25, 33, 44, 46, 51, 61, 212,
214

Keats, John, 48-9, 80, 81, 97, 98, 108,
103

kennings, 138-9

Kipling, Rudyard, 9, 49, 112, 117

Kyd, Thomas, 85~6

Larkin, Philip, 23, so

legal language, 13

Lennon, John, 57

lexicon, 37, 42—4

liberal roles (of language), 12

licence, poetic, 36. See deviation, linguis-
tic; routine licences

limericks, 116, 120

lines of verse, 111-19

linguistics, 2, 37-41, 225-6

—, descriptive, 40

—, historical, 41

literature, 3, 10, 17

litotes, 166, 167, 168-9, 170-1

liturgical language, 84

logic, 1314

‘lyric composition, 196, 199—201

malapropism, 59

Marlowe, Christopher, 156, 1667

Marvell, Andrew, 163, 196

meaning, 39-40. See absurdity; ambi-
guity; connotations; figurative
language; interpretation; polysemy;
significance; tropes

—, transference  of, 49, 148-53.

measures, 63, 91-3, 106, 107~18

medium (of communication), 9, 188—9

Melville, Herman, 150

Metaphor, 31-2, 49, 144, 147, 148,
150-X, 1$3~61, 173—4, 214, 216

—, animistic, 158

—, compound, 159-60

—, concretive, 158

—, ‘dead’, 31-2, 161

—, extended, 150

—, humanizing, 158

—, mixed, 159-60

—, synaesthetic, 158
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metonymy, 76, 148, 152—3

metre, 63, 103—4, 105-28

—, accentual, 118-19

—, accentual-syllabic, 118

metrical variation, 121-2

middle style, 16-17

Milton, John, 42, 52, 78, 82, 108, 111,
116, 118, 125-8, 141-2, 143, 153,
185

mock heroic, 51, 176-8

monometer, 114

multiple meaning. See polysemy

Murdoch, Iris, 27-8

music, 66

— in poetry, 93-5

musical scansion, 106-10

narrative composition, 196-7
neologism, 42-4
nonce-formations, 42

nonsense. See absurdity

nursery rhymes, 109, 113-14, 118

onomatopoeia, 96100

‘ordinary’ language, 56, 8-12, 16

Orwell, George, 26, 142

overt meaning, 172, 174, 175

Owen, Wilfred, 90

oxymoron, 131, 132, 135, 140-2, 147,
198

paradox, 48, 131, 132, 142-3

parallelism, 62-9, 74, 77, 79-86, 215

—, thythmic, 111-12

pararhyme, 89-90

participants, first person, 187

—, second person, 187

—, third person, 187

pauses, 107-8, 124—5

pentameter, 114

performance, 104

periphrasis, 132, 138-40

phonemes, 63. See sound patterns

phonology, 37, 39, 46-7

phonological schemes. See sound pat-
terns

Piers Plowman, 163

plain style, 16-17
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pleonasm, 132, 137

ploce, 77

‘poetic diction’, 15-16, 139

— language, -6, 8-19, passim

— licence. See deviation, linguistic;
routine licences

‘poetical” language, 14, 15-16

political oratory, 85

polyptoton, 82

polysemy, 39, 206-7, 209, 212

Pope, Alexander, 28, 29, 33, 42, 67, 93,
121-2, 175, 176-8, 209, 211

Pound, Ezra, 3, 33, 50, 53, 108

pronouns, personal, 191, 194~

prose, 25-9

prosody, 103. See metre

proverbs, 150, 161

puns, 62, 208, 209-14

—, ‘asyntactic’, 211

-, etymological, 211

—, homonymic, 209, 213

—, polysemantic, 209, 212-13

Puttenham, George, 3

Quarles, Francis, 123

ratiocinative question, 187

realization, 37-8

redundancy in poetry, 136-40

Reed, Henry, so-1, 106

register, 9-X2, 40, 40-51, 200, 216

— borrowing, 4950

~— mixing, §0-1

religious language, 13

repetition, free, 77-9, 84, 94

repetition, of sounds, 89-100

—, verbal,  73-86.  See parallelism;
schemes

rhetoric, 2, 3

rhetorical figures. See figures of speech

— question, 1845, 186

rhyme, 89-90, 91-3, 94

—, reverse, 89-90

rhythm, (prose), 63, 103-4, 10§-111,
119-22, 124~8

role (of communication), 9. See liberal
roles; strict roles

‘romanticism’, 33

Rossetti, D. G., 47

routine licences, 17-19

— licences of situation, 186-7
run-on lines. See enjambment

Sandburg, Carl, 162-3
sarcasm, 172, 176
scansion, 103
~—, musical, 106-10
schemes, 74-6, 215. See parallelism;
repetition
‘self-apostrophe’, 187
semantics, 37-8, 74, 133. See meaning;
significance; tropes
Shakespeare, William, 42, 127, 139,
182
All's Well that Ends Well, 211-12
Antonry and Cleopatra, 43, 1245, 159
As You Like It, 137, 185
Hamlet, 82, 137-8, 161, 168, 1723
Henry V, 95, 186, 213
Julins Caesar, 32, 158, 187
King Lear, 174, 186~7, 213-14
Love’s Labour’s Lost, 86
Macbeth, 95, 151, 185, 187
The Merchant of Venice, 68, 78, 8o,
84-5
A Midsummer Night's Dream, 91, 140-1
Othello, 65, 69, 75, 767, 79, 120
Richard 11, 78, 210, 214
Romceo and Juliet, 140, 141, 170, 210-11,
213
The Tempest, 167-8
Twelfth Night, 150

Shelley, P. B., 82, 189-90, 195, 216

Sheridan, R. B., 59, 176

Shirley, James, 76

Significance, 39-40, 59-60

—, multiple, 205, 214-21

—, indeterminate, 214~21. See interpre-
tation; meaning

simile, 151, 156-7

situation, given, 187-9

—, inferred, 187, 191—201

—, incongruity of, 183-7

situational absurdity. See contextual
absurdity

situational levels, 190

situations, impossible, 197-8

Sitwell, Edith, 60

Smith, Sydney, 167, 175

Smollett, Tobias, 173—4

social relation, 9

soliloquy, 186

sound patterns, 89~100

— symbolism, 98-100

Spenser, Edmund, 19, 42, 434, 49, 97,
163, 216

Stevens, Wallace, 144

stress. See metre; rhythm, (prose)

—, silent, 108, 114-16

—, ‘incipient’, 118

strict roles (of language), 12

stylistics, ¥, 2, 225

surface structure, 45, 73

Swift, Jonathan, 173

syllables, 63, 89-90

—, leading, 109-110

—, length of, 108-10

~—, trailing, 109~10

syllepsis, 211

symbolism, 161-3

symploce, 81, 83

syncope, 18

synecdoche, 150

synonymy, 38-9. See periphrasis

syntax, 32-3, 44, 45-6, 133

— and metre, 124-8

tautology, 132, 137-8

Tennyson, Alfred, Lord, 47, 91, 92, 96,
98-9, 139, 149, 152, 158, 198, 218

tenor and vehicle, 151, 154-7, 159, 160,
162, 163, 174, 216
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tense, past, 195
tetrameter, 114, 116

Thomas, Dylan, 30, 33, 45, 60, 94, 98,
198, 227

Thomas, Edward, 193

Thompson, Francis, 159

tone, 9, 17, 176-8

transference, rules of, 148-53, 215

trimeter, 114, 11§

trochee, 112-13

tropes, 74-0, 132-79

typography, 47. See graphology

understatement. See litotes

vehicle (of a metaphor), 151, 154-7, 159,
160, 174

‘verse paragraphs’, 125-8

versification. See metre

vowels, 91, 04, 99

‘warranty’ for a deviation, 61

Whitman, Walt, 53, 81, 84

Wilde, Oscar, 176

Williams, William Carlos, 47, 208-9

word-formation, 42—4

word-play, 209-14

‘Wordsworth, William, 16, 24, 48, 82-3,
153, 156, 157, 185, 194, 195, 196,
226

writing. See graphology

‘Wyatt, Sir Thomas, 193

Yeats, W. B., 14, 1034, 194-5, 197,
199—200, 216
Young, Edward, 209





