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Britishisms
We’re all familiar with anxieties over the 

Americanisation of British English, with 

words and phrases constantly creeping in 

from TV series, music and Hollywood films. 

But Ben Yagoda, a professor of English at 

the University of Delaware, believes that 

it’s not just a one-way street. Whereas Brits 

have a tendency to turn their noses up 

at the perceived pollution of the English 

language, in America borrowing from 

across the Atlantic can add a certain cachet 

or distinction to an article or speech, similar 

to the effect that using French words 

such as ‘cachet’ does in British English! 

Combined with the growing popularity of 

British TV shows like Downton Abbey and 

online news sources such as The Guardian, 

this means that so-called ‘Britishisms’ are a 

common feature of the American lexicon. 

Yagoda writes a blog called ‘Not One-Off 

Britishisms’ where he compiles words 

and phrases he comes across that he 

suspects have migrated westwards. One 

surprising recent addition is the word 

‘ginger’ to describe red hair, which is widely 

attributed to the popularity of Harry Potter 

and, of course, his flame-headed friend 

Ron Weasley. Fortunately for American 

redheads the word ginger doesn’t carry the 

negative connotations that it does in the 

UK – indeed, according to Kory Stamper of 

Merriam-Webster it makes people think of 

warm, comforting things like gingerbread.

You can conduct your own research into 

where a word or phrase has originated 

with Google Ngram, which lets you search 

their entire collection of books to compare 

how frequently it has been used over the 

years in both American and British English. 

If you find anything interesting be sure to 

let Prof Yagoda know: http://britishisms.

wordpress.com/

A New Laureate
The new Children’s Laureate, Malorie 

Blackman, has promised to champion 

diversity in literature. Blackman says she 

was 23 before she read a work of fiction 

featuring black characters and had to order 

picture books from the US when she was 

raising her own daughter because of the 

scarcity of depictions of black people in 

children’s literature in Britain. This was 

what originally motivated her to start 

writing. 

I thought either I can whinge about it or try to do 
something about it. So that was a major reason 
for me wanting to write books for children, 
because I wanted to write all the books I’d missed 
as a child.

Despite only having taken over the post 

at the beginning of June, Blackman 

has already set out ambitious plans for 

encouraging access and participation in 

literature for children. Her priority will be 

continuing the work of her predecessor, 

Julia Donaldson, in campaigning to save 

public libraries from closure. She has also 

proposed setting up a website to host 

creative responses to books by young 

people. This would allow them to upload 

music, art, film or writing inspired by their 

reading. 

Test Your Vocab
The Test your Vocab website recently 

reached two million completions and the 

data they have compiled has yielded some 

interesting results. The website allows 

you to take a five-minute vocabulary test 

which then estimates the total size of your 

vocabulary. By asking a few questions about 

your age and reading habits they can use 

the results to analyse what determines 

vocabulary size. One of the most interesting 

findings is how crucial regular reading 

during childhood is to overall literacy: by 

age 15 those who identified as reading ‘lots’ 

have vocabularies almost double the size 

of those who read ‘not much’. Another 

interesting finding was that reading fiction 

increases your vocabulary size more than 

non-fiction. The creative license that comes 

with fiction writing clearly allows the writer 

greater freedom in their choice of words 

and builds the reader’s vocabulary in richer 

ways.

Joel Sharples is a freelance writer.

EnglishOutThere
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T.S Eliot Prize for Poetry Shadowing 
Scheme 2013
The T.S. Eliot Prize is awarded annually to the writer of 

the best new poetry collection in the UK or Ireland. 

Once again emagazine and the Poetry Book Society are 

running the T.S. Eliot Prize Shadowing Scheme. Read and 

discuss the shortlist, vote for your favourite poet in the online 

poll, then write 500 words about the poems by your chosen 

poet, explaining why he or she should win.

The winner will receive a year’s subscription to both emagazine 

and the Poetry Book Society, three tickets to both the T.S. 

Eliot Prize Readings and the Award Ceremony and a copy of 

all the shortlisted collections. The winner will also have his or 

her rationale published in emagazine. Their school will receive 

a year’s education membership of the PBS.

• November 5th: Shadowing Scheme launches. Download 

teaching notes at www.emagazine.org.uk and the poems 

at http://www.poetrybooks.co.uk/projects/15

• December 16th: Shadowing Scheme – deadline for entries 

and poll closes.

• January 12th 2014: T.S. Eliot Prize Readings in the Royal 

Festival Hall.

• January 13th 2014: T.S. Eliot Prize Award Ceremony –

winner of the prize, the student poll and the winning 

student announced.
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If you were to ask me what were the most 

important 20 years in the history of English, 

I’d have no trouble answering. I would say 

the two decades between 1755 and 1775, 

because this is when three firsts took place.

Johnson, Lowth and Walker
The first was the appearance in 1755 of Dr 

Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language. 

This was an amazing work. It was the first 

dictionary to try really hard to cover all 

the words in the language – the everyday 

words such as do, what, and he, and not just 

the ‘hard words’ that had been the focus of 

most previous dictionaries. When people 

talk about Johnson’s dictionary, they tend 

to draw attention to the lovely words that 

no longer exist today, such as fopdoodle (‘a 

fool; an insignificant wretch’) or nappiness 

(‘the quality of having a nap’). But most 

of his words are still around today, and his 

dictionary is the first to show the way they 

are actually used, giving many quotations 

from famous authors. Within a few years 

people were calling him ‘Dictionary 

Johnson’.

Seven years later, we find Robert Lowth, 

professor of poetry at Oxford and Bishop of 

London, writing the first influential school 

grammar book, a Short Introduction to English 

Grammar. It went into 45 editions by 1800, 

and was the inspiration behind an even 

more widely used book, Lindley Murray’s 

English Grammar of 1795, which sold over 

20 million copies. Twentieth-century school 

grammars – until the 1950s – would all 

trace their ancestry back to Murray.

Prescriptivists 
invariably hate 
other prescriptivists

The third first was twelve years later, in 

1774, when John Walker published his idea 

for an English dictionary of pronunciation. 

It took him a while to complete the project. 

His Critical Pronouncing Dictionary didn’t 

come out until 1791; but when it did it 

was immensely popular, and had over 

100 editions. People started to call him 

‘Elocution Walker’.

Prescriptive and Proscriptive
The one thing all three of these authors 

had in common was their approach to 

usage, which since the 1930s has been 

called prescriptive. This word doesn’t 

appear in Johnson’s Dictionary, presumably 

because it was just arriving in English at 

the time, and it escaped his net. Certainly 

he used it himself several times in later 

years. It seems to have had mainly a legal 

and political force, but in an edition of the 

Trifler periodical in 1788 we see another 

sense emerging: ‘Prescriptive rules for the 

preservation of health’. Prescriptive rules 

tell you to do things. (The medical sense 

of the noun prescription is of course the 

everyday sense today.) Proscriptive rules 

tell you not to do things. That word is first 

recorded in English in 1757, just after 

Johnson’s Dictionary came out. Both terms 

are often encountered in language study 

nowadays.

The prescriptive/proscriptive tone comes out 

most strongly in Lowth, whose taste makes 

him condemn virtually the whole of English 

major literary output to date:

The English language as it is spoken by the 
politest part of the nation, and as it stands in the 
writings of our most approved authors, oftentimes 
offends against every part of grammar.

No one was exempt, including all who 

had in earlier times been critical of 

contemporary usage and put themselves 

forward as models of excellence. 

Prescriptivists invariably hate previous 

prescriptivists. His book was less than 

200 pages, but he manages to criticise the 

language of Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden, 

Pope, Addison, Swift, and others, each of 

whom, in his opinion, had offended. They 

had all failed in their efforts to speak or 

write properly. 

Pronunciation – ‘Received’ 
and ‘Vulgar’
Walker carries on this tone in his approach 

to pronunciation. He knows where the best 

model of pronunciation is to be found: in 

the capital.

though the pronunciation of London is certainly 
erroneous in many words, yet, upon being 
compared with that of any other place, it is 
undoubtedly the best; that is, not only the best 
by courtesy, and because it happens to be the 
pronunciation of the capital, but the best by 
a better title – that of being more generally 
received.

‘Received’ – an early use of the term 

which would become a dominant feature 

Twenty years that changed the 

English language

Professor David Crystal takes a look at the 18th-century self-appointed 
arbiters of good grammar, received pronunciation and exemplary etiquette.
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of later pronunciation studies. He means 

‘received among the learned and polite’ 

– the cultured society which made up the 

universities, the Court, and their associated 

social structure. Today, we remember it in 

the term ‘Received Pronunciation’.

What about everyone else? Walker sees 

them as inhabiting a pronunciation 

wilderness. The further away they live, the 

worse their situation:

those at a considerable distance from the capital, 
do not only mispronounce many words taken 
separately, but they scarcely pronounce, with 
purity, a single word, syllable, or letter.

He is particularly hard on Cockney speakers:

the vulgar pronunciation of London, though not 
half so erroneous as that of Scotland, Ireland, or 
any of the provinces, is, to a person of correct 
taste, a thousand times more offensive and 
disgusting.

Anarchy vs Dictatorship
To understand prescriptivism, you 

have to really grasp the mindset of the 

eighteenth century. For many in those 

middle decades, the language was indeed 

seriously unwell, suffering from a raging 

disease of uncontrolled usage, and it 

needed professional help if it was to get 

better. In November 1754, Philip Stanhope, 

Lord Chesterfield, wrote a letter to the 

World periodical, in which he sums up the 

linguistic mood of the time:

It must be owned that our language is at present 
in a state of anarchy.

What was wanted was ‘polite language’ – 

an adjective which was much broader in 

meaning than we find today. Dr Johnson’s 

definition of politeness was ‘elegance of 

manners; gentility; good breeding’. ‘Polite 

language’ was thought to be a use of 

English which was widely intelligible and 

acceptable – polished, elegant, correct. How 

was it to be acquired?

People looked to the language writers to 

tell them what to do. Chesterfield makes 

a remarkable statement illustrating the 

mindset of his age. We must choose a 

‘dictator’, he says, to provide order in the 

language, and

I give my vote for Mr Johnson to fill that great and 
arduous post. And I hereby declare that I make 
a total surrender of all my rights and privileges 
in the English language, as a freeborn British 
subject, to the said Mr Johnson, during the term 
of his dictatorship. Nay more; I will not only obey 
him, like an old Roman, as my dictator, but, like 
a modern Roman, I will implicitly believe in him 
as my pope, and hold him to be infallible while in 
the chair; but no longer.

In Letters to his Son he takes up the cudgels 

himself, giving the lad a good telling off for 

his poor spelling:

You spell induce, enduce; and grandeur, you spell 
grandure; two faults, of which few of my house-
maids would have been guilty. I must tell you, 
that orthography, in the true sense of the word, 
is so absolutely necessary for a man of letters, 
or a gentleman, that one false spelling may fix 
a ridicule upon him for the rest of his life; and I 
know a man of quality, who never recovered the 
ridicule of having spelled wholesome without the 
w.

Rise of the Gentry
Who were these ‘men of quality’? They 

were the new businessmen, merchants, 

and industrialists, an increasingly powerful 

sector of society as the Industrial Revolution 

progressed. They were an increasingly 

literate section of society: by 1700 nearly 

half of the male population and a quarter 

of the female population of England were 

able to read and write. And they were 

an increasingly genteel section of society. 

The growth of the gentry, a class below 

the peerage, became a major feature of 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century life. 

But many of them came from a working-

class background, and they were unsure 

how to behave in aristocratic society. They 

needed help.

Worries about 
language tend 
to keep company 
with worries about 
manners

Books of etiquette, conduct guides, and 

courtesy manuals came to be written, 

defining gentility. One influential book was 

written by George Savile, Lord Halifax, who 

wrote Lady’s New Year’s Gift; or, Advice to a 

Daughter (1688). All aspects of behaviour 

had to be dealt with – how to bow, shake 

hands, wear a hat, hold gloves, eat with a 

fork, pour tea, use a napkin, or blow your 

nose in public. Also, what not to do: no 

spitting, chewing with the mouth open, 

eating with your hands. And how to speak 

and write so as not to appear vulgar, not to 

offend, were critical considerations.

Worries about language tend to keep 

company with worries about manners. It 

would be the same in the 2000s. What did 

Lynne Truss do after she wrote Eats, Shoots 

and Leaves (2003)? She wrote a book on 

etiquette called Talk to the Hand (2005). 

What did Henry Hitchings do after writing 

The Language Wars: A History of Proper 

English (2011)? A book on etiquette called 

Sorry! The English and their Manners (2013). 

Language issues and social issues are two 

sides of a single coin.

David Crystal is Honorary Professor of Linguistics 
at the University of Wales, Bangor. Come to the 
emag Language Conference in February to hear
David Crystal speaking.
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Greetings from Eastbourne. Here I am 

at a seaside resort early on in a touring 

production of a farce about a touring 

production of a farce which starts its run at 

a seaside resort. As my character says at one 

point, ‘This is getting farcical!’ The play is 

Noises Off by Michael Frayn. The production 

I saw in 2001 remains the funniest thing 

I have ever seen in a theatre, and when I 

was offered the part of Tim in the Old Vic’s 

tour of their recent production, I jumped 

at the chance to join in the mayhem. Being 

inside the machine has given me the chance 

to observe the inner workings of farce in 

general, and this one in particular, and 

seeing as there’s not much else to do on a 

rainy day in Eastbourne, I thought I’d share 

some reflections with you.

Noises Off is a farce about a group of actors 

rehearsing, and then performing, another 

(fictional) farce, called ‘Nothing On’. The 

first thing to note is that ‘Nothing On’ is, 

frankly, not very good. This is deliberate by 

Frayn. It is a pastiche, or parody, of the 

genre. In order to parody something you 

need to identify its defining characteristics, 

and then amplify them so that they appear 

ridiculous. It would be wrong, however, to 

say that Frayn is dismissive of farce per se, 

because the great thing about Noises Off is 

that he takes these key ingredients of farce 

and, having shown them being deployed 

rather unconvincingly, uses them himself to 

devastating comic effect. Part of the fun of 

watching the play is seeing the increasing 

similarities between what happens to the 

characters in ‘Nothing On’ and to the actors 

trying to play them.

Comic Timing
One of the chief ways in which farce 

differs from other types of comedy is the 

extremity of the situations it inflicts on its 

protagonists. Describing the genre, Frayn 

has said:

one disaster leads to another, and the 
combination of two disasters leads to a third 
disaster, which is the essence of classical farce: 
disaster building upon itself.

Hang on, though. Couldn’t that also 

describe the plot of King Lear, a play not 

known for its hilarity? In truth, there is only 

a thin line between tragedy and farce, and 

Noises Off 

tragedy played at a thousand revolutions per second

Simon Bubb explains how Michael Frayn uses the key features of farce to 
parody and deconstruct the genre.

Copyright: Johan Persson, 2013
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the best farces are those that get as close to 

that line as possible while still keeping us 

laughing. How is this achieved? The key is 

the pace at which events are seen to occur. 

The dramatist John Mortimer described 

farce as

tragedy played at a thousand revolutions per 
second.

The reason why pace is so important in 

farce is that the characters are never given 

time to extricate themselves from the crises 

that befall them. As a result they panic, and 

create even more difficulties for themselves 

or others. The writer must therefore keep 

the pressure on his characters in terms of 

plot. You will notice that in neither Noises 

Off nor ‘Nothing On’ are the characters 

given long speeches in which to reflect on 

their predicament or to make plans about 

what to do next (unlike in King Lear, for 

example). The only exceptions are at the 

beginning of each act, when the action is 

still being established. This is why Lloyd’s 

principal message to his cast is not about 

motivation or character, but timing:

Bang, bang, bang. Bang you’re on. Bang you’ve 
said it. Bang you’re off.

The word ‘bang’ is particularly pertinent 

because one of the key features of farce is 

the constant opening and closing of doors 

– in the stage directions for ‘Nothing On’ 

Frayn mischievously quotes the estate 

agent’s description of the property thus: 

A notable feature is the extensive range of 
entrances and exits provided.

This creates a frenetic energy on stage, with 

characters only just missing each other, 

lending the whole experience a breathless 

quality for the audience. It is therefore 

essential when performing a farce to get the 

timing of your entrances and exits right. If 

you leave it even a second too long before 

opening your door, the air has been let out 

of the tyres, and the frenzied atmosphere 

has been diminished. 

Verbal Humour
Another key to walking the line between 

tragedy and farce is the frequent use of 

verbal wit and humour. This keeps the 

tone of the play from getting too serious, 

and reminds the audience that the chief 

purpose of the play is laughter, however 

terrible the characters’ predicaments may 

get. The problem with ‘Nothing On’ is that, 

like many similar farces, it relies a little too 

much on double entendres, in which certain 

words and phrases are included for their 

sexual connotations, such as Roger’s line,

we’ll only just manage to fit it in. I mean we’ll 
only just do it. I mean…

There is no denying that these sexual 

double meanings are amusing, but it is 

hardly sophisticated humour.

The plot of ‘Nothing On’ also depends 

on comic misunderstandings around the 

words tax/taps/attacks, and sheets/sheikhs. 

The problem with these is that they strain 

credibility. If the audience is too aware 

of the writer trying to crowbar a play-

on-words into the text, they will be less 

involved in the action. What Frayn achieves 

in Noises Off, however, is to give a believable 

reason for such verbal confusions, chiefly in 

the hard-of-hearing Selsdon:

Belinda: Don’t worry, Poppy, my sweet, he truly 
did not hear.
Enter Selsdon from the study
Selsdon: Not here?
Lloyd: Yes, yes, there!

The real difference between the two plays is 

epitomised by the character of Lloyd, who 

uses a more sophisticated level of humour, 

relying on irony and sardonic wit (‘Richard 

himself – would you believe? – Richard III – 

has now gone down with a back problem’). 

More than once this is used to underline the 

sub-standard quality of ‘Nothing On’. When 

Freddie asks Lloyd to explain an illogical 

stage direction, Lloyd quick-wittedly retorts, 

I don’t know. I don’t think the author knows. 
I don’t know why the author came into this 
industry in the first place.

High Stakes
Jonathan Lynn, creator of television comedy 

Yes Minister, describes farce as ‘the worst 

day of your life’. What he means is that for 

the characters involved, the stakes must be 

seriously high. To construct a good farce, a 

writer must first make it clear how much 

the characters stand to lose, and then throw 

a believable set of circumstances at them 

which threaten disaster. There must be a 

sense of jeopardy. The celebrated farceur 

Brian Rix states that the common thread 

running through all farce is:

people with reputations to lose caught in 
situations where they can lose them.

Remember, it is the combination of dire 

situations and bewildering speed that 

produces hilarity. On the surface, the 

circumstances of the Noises Off characters 

may not seem that extreme. It’s only a 

play, after all. In fact, however, there 

could hardly be a better setting for a 

farce. Professional actors will tell you that 

once the curtain goes up, nothing is more 

important than getting the performance 

right. It is your job to stand in front of 

hundreds of people who have paid good 

money to be transported to another world. 

If you forget your lines, or miss an entrance, 

or leave a vital prop backstage, you have 

ruined it for them, and for your colleagues, 

and made yourself look an idiot. All your 

senses are heightened, the adrenaline is 

rushing. Frayn says that Noises Off is about 

the great compulsion that the show has to go 
on, whatever happens, whatever is going on 
backstage. However awful it is, you’ve got to 
get on for your entrance, which actors, not 
surprisingly, feel very strongly about.



 12 emagazine September 2013

As we have seen, performing a farce is the 

most extreme version of this compulsion, 

because it relies so heavily on timing, and 

yet you have so little time to think before 

your next entrance. Panic backstage is 

never far away. Especially when things then 

start to go wrong. Normally this is hidden 

from the audience, but the particular thrill 

of Noises Off is that, for once, theatregoers 

get a fly-on-the-wall view of what goes on 

behind the set.

When I’m performing a farce, I always start 

by asking myself what my character has 

to lose – why does it matter? In studying 

the play, you might find it helpful to do 

that for each character. Having done that, 

you might then list all the ways that they 

themselves are responsible for the ensuing 

chaos. Doing a farce is hard enough even 

without a director who’s sleeping with 

two different members of the company, 

a leading lady who can’t remember her 

lines, an actor who gets a nosebleed at the 

drop of a hat, another one who seems to 

be a homicidal maniac, another one who’s 

severely alcoholic, an actress whose contact 

lenses keep falling out, and incompetent 

stage management. 

The interesting thing about these characters 

is that many of them correspond to the 

stock farce characters that we find in 

‘Nothing On’: a lustful man chasing after a 

younger woman (Roger/Lloyd), a wronged 

woman (Flavia/Dotty), a foolish old man 

(Burglar/Selsdon), plus the ineptitude of the 

stage management may be seen as a parallel 

to the inept servant represented by Mrs 

Clackett. 

Physical Comedy
Not only do the character types correspond 

between the two plays, but also there are 

clear echoes in the use of visual comedy 

and slapstick humour, another major 

component of farce. The most common 

example is characters being forced to run 

across the stage in their underwear. In 

‘Nothing On’, we see Vicki lose her dress 

and Philip’s trousers fall down at the wrong 

moment, which is then reflected in Noises 

Off when Lloyd pulls Poppy’s dress off 

just as Brooke walks in, and then when 

Selsdon’s trousers fall down just as he’s 

trying to go on stage. The comic mishaps 

in ‘Nothing On’ are perhaps a little weak 

(Philip getting stuck to a plate of sardines), 

but Frayn’s use of them in Noises Off is 

outstanding. Consider the setting of Act 2. 

Almost all the action takes place backstage 

while a performance is going on – hence 

everyone has to keep quiet. For half an 

hour, hardly anyone on stage speaks. It is 

all mime and physical comedy. Our director, 

Lindsay Posner, highlighted this as a reason 

why this play is known to produce such 

hysteria: normally an audience watching 

a comedy knows that they can’t laugh 

too much or they will miss the next line. 

But for most of Act 2, they don’t have to 

worry about that because the comedy is 

visual. They can just keep laughing. And 

they do, because Frayn ensures that barely 

a moment passes before the next disaster 

unfolds before them.

Farce is sometimes derided as the 

most trivial, least sophisticated form of 

drama. The genius of Noises Off is that it 

simultaneously mocks the genre, while 

elevating it to dazzling new heights.

Simon Bubb has worked as a professional actor for
ten years, and studied English at university. He has
worked for the RSC, the National Theatre, on BBC
Radio, and most recently in the Old Vic’s national
tour of Noises Off. See him at the emag Literature 
Conference in October.
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Reading and Research 
When I’m not writing poems, which is most 

of the time, I am an A Level English teacher. 

Not having much free time for writing, I 

decided to try to exploit my teaching work 

for the purposes of poetry. You might be 

familiar with the idea of recreative writing 

from your A Level Literature coursework; 

it’s great fun and a really good way of 

engaging with literary texts. I wondered 

whether I could do something similar but 

in the context of A Level English Language. 

My students were exploring language 

change at the time and had come across 

David Crystal’s thoughts about language 

death. In How Language Works, he suggests 

that a language dies with its second last 

speaker as language requires dialogue. My 

students’ research gave me an idea.

At the same time, a friend (friends are very 

good sources of ideas) gave me an article 

from a newspaper about Yang Huyani, a 

Chinese woman who was the last known 

user of Nushu, the world’s only single sex 

writing system. ‘Nu shu’ means women’s 

writing. I decided to write about the literal 

death of Yang Huyani, as a recreative 

response to reading a newspaper article, 

in relation to my students’ research. Ideas 

come from the strangest places.

Reading lots of 
poetry and talking 
to other poets is the 
best way to improve 
your work

Creative Writing
A Poem’s Progress

Writing poetry can be a tricky business. Sometimes we get an idea very 
quickly and, caught up in the excitement of creativity, scribble it down. It 
can be very tempting to be satisfied with our first efforts, and forget how 
much more work is needed. Here, Dr Jane Bluett reflects on the process of 
writing one of her poems, from first inspiration to publication.
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The First Draft
Here is the first draft of my poem:

26
With womanwords we made the soul articulate
dropped definitions like kisses on the secret 
mouths of sisters. Our girlish grammar like
small white bones grew strong. Without 
rules our conversation was charged
and eager. It squeezed our meaning,
salty syllables and insistent tongues,
vital as fingers, clawed the intense 
taste of talk. Our nouns slipped silent
through men’s hands but how our
verbs deafened, as loud as sirens
so much louder than words.
The sentences of our song soared high enough for  
   girls to reach
like silky kites of sound, untethered.
And now I hold my language dying in my arms.
As her soft breathe falters 
I shall name her fading parts
mouth last moments 
kiss the lids that place a stop 
upon our secret, spoken world.
A world that disappears
with words 
as closed
as her 
cold 
ear.

This is a first draft that is very pleased 

with itself. It contains lots of language 

terminology (check), has a good dose of 

gender-related issues (check), it’s twenty six 

lines long, is called 26 (see what I was doing 

there), and it looks on the page as if the 

language is fading away – surely the main 

theme of the poem?

Now was the time to be honest with 

myself. My vocabulary choices and images 

are trying too hard to combine language 

study with the description of a death. The 

voice of the poem is female, as is the dying 

partner, the metaphor for language. All 

well and good. However, the fact that I 

could spot this suggests that the poem is too 

self-conscious and lacks ambiguity. I have 

committed the ultimate creative writing sin 

of ‘telling’ not ‘showing’. As an exercise 

in putting my ideas about language into 

words, it is a success; as a poem it is not. 

Take Your Poems Out
Writing is a process. It takes time. Some 

of the best advice I was ever given about 

poetry is to leave first drafts alone until 

you are ready to look at them with a new, 

critical eye. I left ‘26’ alone for a long time. 

One of the most annoying and enjoyable 

things about being a writer is that ideas 

don’t go away. If your brain has hit on 

something it likes, it will prompt you to 

return to it. This happened with ‘26’. What 

should I do with it? I decided to take it to a 

writing workshop and get some advice. 

The writing workshop is a great place in 

which to get objective feedback about 

your work. Listening to what interested 

readers think about your writing can be 

painful, at first, but if the workshop is 

run well, you’ll end up with lots of good 

advice and a thicker writing skin. There are 

lots of places you can find workshops for 

students. Your school or college might have 

a writing group and there’s bound to be at 

least one in your local community – check 

out listings magazines and local papers. 

Lots of writing forums exist online. Find 

out about The Young Writers’ Network 

(www.youngwriters.co.uk). Ask your 

teachers about The Arvon Foundation or 

Villiers Park. Both these organisations run 

wonderful residential courses for student 

writers.

I took ‘26’ to a writing workshop of 

supportive poets and they told me what 

I already suspected. It was unwieldy, 

unfocused and in need of a good edit. The 

worst feedback I received was that ‘you can 

tell a teacher wrote it’ (ouch!) and the best 

was that it contained lots of good poetic 

moments that could be developed. My task 

was now to decide what these were and use 

them.

The Second Draft
Here is the second draft of my poem:

When No One Listens
With womanwords we made articulate kisses 
on the secret mouths of sisters. 
Our girlish grammar, fierce as flesh, grew strong,
insistent tongues, vital as fingers, clawed the  
   taste of talk. 
Our nouns slipped silently but our verbs deafened, 
as loud as sirens, as loud as words.
The sentence of our song soared high enough for  
   girls to reach,
like a silky kite of sound, untethered.
But now I hold language in my arms,
her breathe betrays our meaning, disappears.
I place a stop, a kiss upon those lips, 
lips as closed as questions, as closed as her cold  
   ear.

Reading lots of poetry and talking to 

other poets is the best way to improve 

your work. The key things I have learned 

since I started writing poetry at school is 

to avoid unnecessary repetition, be able 

to spot redundant phrases and not to get 

too attached to lines of poetry just because 

you’ve written them. Remembering this, I 

was able to remove a lot of the clutter from 

‘26’ and create a more convincing poem. 

My main fear at this stage was that the 

poem was turning into a sonnet and, for 

some reason, I didn’t want that.

Three More Stages
There were three more crucial stages to go 

through before I was finished. Firstly, there 
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was the question of the title. Whereas ‘26’ 

was too explicit, ‘When No-one Listens’ 

is too implicit. Titles are important, they 

can guide or misguide the reader, affirm 

or unsettle, or simply introduce. Having 

begun the writing process with a factual 

article about Nushu, I decided that it 

was a bit ungrateful not to use this as 

the title. This was also an opportunity to 

introduce a fascinating word into my poem. 

I have always thought that poetry has a 

responsibility to introduce readers to new 

language and here was my chance.

I then took my poetry shears to the draft 

and did some editorial pruning. This can 

be brutal but it’s usually worth it. I have 

always liked the idea that each word has to 

earn its place in a poem. It was time to see 

if all my words were working hard enough. 

This is also a really good time to check your 

line breaks.

A Critical Friend
The final part of the writing process of 

‘Nushu’ was to show it to a critical friend. 

Writing can be a lonely process and I can 

wholly recommend that you have one or 

two people you can really trust to show 

your writing to when it’s near completion. 

writing doesn’t 
happen in a vacuum

My critical friend was honest. ‘Get rid of the 

last two lines’ she said. 

Here is the final draft of my poem:

Nushu
With womanwords we made articulate kisses
to the secret ears of sisters.
Our girlish grammar, fierce as flesh, grew strong,
insistent tongues, vital fingers, clawed the taste  
   of talk.
Our nouns slipped silent but our verbs deafened,
loud as sirens, loud as words.
The sentence of our song soared
high enough for girls to reach,
a silky kite of sound, untethered.
And now as I hold language in my arms,
her breath betrays our meaning, 
disappears.

I call this the final draft because this was 

the version that was eventually published. 

Publication has a way of making something 

permanent that the writing process alone 

doesn’t but is a piece of writing ever really 

‘finished’? I’ll leave you to decide that for 

yourselves. 

Reflecting on your own writing process can 

be a very powerful way of understanding 

your work. You realise that writing doesn’t 

happen in a vacuum. Reading, research, 

trial and error, other people and the writing 

community all play a part in the completion 

of creative writing. Trust in your work and 

take it out to explore the writing world 

around you. It’s worth it.

Jane Bluett has a PhD in Creative Writing and 
teaches English at Bilborough College.
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Tommy’s War – Thomas 
Livingstone
Tommy’s War is the wartime diary of Thomas 

Cairns Livingstone, a Glaswegian exempted 

from military service on the grounds of ill 

health. His diary – by turns hopeful, fearful, 

whimsical and sombre – allows us access 

to the little considered world of the home 

front through the eyes of a non-combatant. 

Tommy’s Diary strikingly captures the uneasy 

existence of civilians in wartime, where 

prosaic day-to-day existence sits alongside 

the potentially catastrophic events unfolding 

in Europe and across the globe. The 

weather, the cost of foodstuffs, work and 

days out provide a counterpoint to details of 

the war – like the rising toll of casualties on 

all sides and advances in martial technology. 

In an entry for July, immediately preceding 

Europe’s descent into war, for example, 

Tommy observes:

The diary serves to 
place the war in a 
global context

Agnes made jam and put it in jars. Russia 
mobilising. Things very grave indeed in Europe.

The tone of the diary is often characterised 

by a brittle Scottish humour, which in 

many cases seems to act as a form of self-

defence. German sailors and submariners, 

for example, whose attacks on British 

coastal towns during the war caused such 

depredations, are repeatedly dubbed ‘the 

pirates’, and diary entries are punctuated 

by Tommy’s charming and witty cartoons. 

His humour is not always bright, however. 

Following the infamous sinking of the 

Lusitania, he observes: 

Great joy in Germany about the Lusitania. America 
trying to feel angry, as there were Americans on 
board.

And he points out the futility of the conflict 

in satirical terms in April 1916, observing:

Germans gain a trench and two craters from the 
British at St Eloi.

The war is, of course, a constant and 

brooding presence. Even before the conflict 

has commenced he writes, in August 2014:

Took a walk into town in the afternoon to see the 
latest war news. Germany has declared war on 
Russia. Russia has crossed into Austria. Germany 
has crossed the French frontier. Our government 
considering today whether to fight or not. Royal 
Naval Reserves mobilised. The war of the world. 
We wonder what tomorrow will bring forth.

We cannot escape the inevitability of a 

world tumbling into war, and the quiet 

pathos of the final sentence is hard to 

avoid. Tommy sees unerringly that this is 

world-changing moment, and by only a 

month later we see the impact of war on 

his community as he observes that there 

have been ‘wholesale arrests of Germans in 

Scotland.’

Although the study of World War 1 

World War 1 
getting beyond the poetry
We are likely to be familiar with the poetry of Wilfred Owen, Siegfried 
Sassoon and Rupert Brooke. To limit the literature of World War 1 to these 
writers, however, does not tell the whole story. In this article Andrew 
Green introduces two alternative perspectives, through the wartime diary 
of Thomas Livingstone and a work of literary non-fiction by Ernst Jünger, a 
German infantry officer.
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literature tends to focus on the trenches, 

war was in fact fought on many fronts. In 

October 1914 Tommy reports 

Most bloody fighting on the Belgian coast, by 
earth, by air, water and under the water.

By December of that year German ships and 

U-boats are raiding the British coast: 

Hartlepool, Scarborough, Redcar and Whitby 
shelled by the devils ... 130 people killed and 300 
wounded.

He also reports a Christmas Eve air attack 

on Dover.

The diary provides us with a fascinating 

insight into the details of life in wartime 

Britain and the social changes it occasioned. 

In January 1916, for instance, he tells us 

how ‘150 captured German guns landed 

in London to decorate our parks with’ and 

in spring 1917 we learn of tensions as the 

‘Government threatens to search houses 

for hoarded food.’ Elsewhere Tommy 

reflects – with humour or discomfort, or an 

admixture of both? – on changing gender 

roles:

This is the age of females: lady car drivers, lady 
car conductors, lady lamplighters, lady postmen, 
lady mail van drivers, lady railway porters, lady 
ticket collectors.

He also tells us of the financial and domestic 

effects of the war. In January 1917, for 

instance, staggering amounts of money 

were raised for the war effort by displaying 

a newly designed tank:

Glasgow beats all records with tank drawings. 
Total for week £14,503,714. Other totals: 
Birmingham £6,703,439; Edinburgh £4.764,639; 
Manchester £4,450,029; Bradford £4,050,000; 
Newcastle £3,932,324; Liverpool £2,060,512; 
Sheffield £1,297,698.

The diary also serves to place the war, 

which we tend to see as a localised conflict 

fought out in northern France and Flanders, 

in a global context. Tommy, politically 

astute and aware, reflects upon global 

events – some lesser-known parts of the 

war, others adjuncts to it – which illuminate 

and add complexity to our understanding 

of the war years. He deals with the war in 

Palestine, the Middle East, Turkey and the 

Eastern front. He also records how the rest 

of the world was drawn into the European 

conflict: we find lists of unexpected 

participants like China, Cuba, Brazil, 

Liberia, Peru, Costa Rica and Uruguay. 

He also records significant political events 

unfolding alongside the war, such as the 

fall of the Romanovs in Russia, the political 

vacuum that followed their deposition, 

the Russian Civil War and the burgeoning 

Bolshevik Revolution led by Lenin. Closer 

to home, he follows the explosive Irish 

Easter Rising of 1916.

Storm of Steel – Ernst Jünger
Storm of Steel is Jünger’s account of his war 

experience as a German infantry officer. 

Amazingly, he survived the entire war as 

well as World War 2 and died in 1998 at 

the age of 102. His account deserves to be 

read, if only to acknowledge the shared 

experience of soldiers at the front, whether 

fighting for the Allies or for the Mittelmächte. 

Jünger’s memoir vividly presents the gamut 

of emotional experience of life at the 

front. So he gives us insight not only into 

action but also into the far more prevalent 

inaction of the trenches. He captures the 

disillusionment he and his men felt as 

Instead of the danger we’d hoped for, we had 
been given dirt, work and sleepless nights, 
getting through which required heroism of a sort, 
but hardly what we had in mind.

He dislikes in particular ‘the boredom, 

which is still more enervating for the soldier 

than the proximity of death’ and later 

goes on to explore how this ‘strenuous 

monotony’ gives rise to reckless expeditions 

into no-man’s land ‘where a man takes his 

life in his hands’ and which ‘were a good 

means of testing our mettle and interrupting 

the monotony of trench life’.

There are moments of touching intimacy. 

Recalling a devastated, desolate farmhouse, 

for instance, he invokes the 

Sad thoughts [that] are apt to sneak up on the 
warrior … when he thinks of those who only 
recently led their lives in tranquillity.

Elsewhere, however, other emotions are 

evoked. He describes the destruction of 

Combles, recreating for us the stench of 

a town where the dead have been left 

unburied and leaving us with the stark 

image of ‘a little girl, stretched out in a 

lake of crimson’. Sometimes the writing is 

visceral, as when he enters a bomb-crater 

to find 

Bloody scraps of cloth and flesh had been left on 
bushes around the crater – a strange a dreadful 
sight that put me in mind of the butcher-bird that 
spikes its prey on thorn bushes. 

The immediacy of the language graphically 

reduces human beings to ‘meat’.
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For all its evocation of the degrading 

brutality of trench warfare, however, shared 

humanity and the indomitable power of life 

emerges powerfully from Jünger’s account. 

At one point he offers an almost spectral 

account of spontaneous fraternising and 

goodwill between British and German 

troops: 

The occupants of both trenches had emerged from 
the morass of their trenches onto the top, and 
already a lively exchange of schnapps, cigarettes, 
uniform buttons and other items had commenced 
between the two barbed-wire lines. The throng of 
khaki-clad figures emerging from the hitherto so 
apparently deserted English lines seemed as eerie 
as the appearance of a ghost in daylight.

On another occasion we see the intimate 

and humorous relationships that could 

spring up between the opposing forces:

On some sectors of the line, say at the sap heads, 
the sentries are barely thirty yards apart. Here you 
sometimes get personally acquainted with your 
opposite numbers; you get to know Tommy or 
Fritz or Wilhelm by his cough or his whistle or his 
singing voice. Shouts are exchanged, often with 
an edge of rough humour.
‘Hey, Tommy, you still there?’
‘Yup!’
‘Then get your head down, I’m about to start 
shooting at you!’

There are also moments of unexpected, 

almost random, human kindness. In the 

heat of battle, Jünger encounters a British 

soldier in a stormed trench. The man 

reaches into his pocket, but instead of 

drawing a weapon, pulls out a photograph 

of himself ‘surrounded by numerous family, 

all standing on a terrace.’ Touched, Jünger 

allows the soldier to escape, admitting 

That one man of all often appeared in my dreams. 
I hope that meant he got to see his homeland 
again.

There are times, even, when the heat 

of battle assumes a curious beauty. One 

particularly striking example comes as 

Jünger remembers a bombardment in 

which 

yellow rockets were shot off that blew up in the 
air, and sent a rain of fire cascading down, of a 
colour that somehow reminded me of the tone of 
a viola. 

The eerie synaesthesia of this image 

embodies a haunting beauty of imagination. 

On another occasion a grenade battle 

reminded me of fencing with foils; you needed to 
jump and stretch, almost as in a ballet.

Perhaps what emerges most from Jünger’s 

account is its personal integrity. A soldier 

thrown into the midst of political events 

that are beyond his control, he is obliged 

to serve. He is a German, not ‘the Hun’ of 

Allied propaganda; a man doing what he 

is required to do, not a beast. Returning 

wounded to Heidelberg, he observes his 

natural love of home, just as the English 

troops loved Blighty or the Anzacs loved the 

Antipodes. This is what he was fighting for: 

At the sight of the Neckar slopes wreathed with 
flowering cherry trees, I had a strong sense of 
having come home. What a beautiful country it 
was, and eminently worth our blood and our lives. 

And so he feels an almost personal pain as 

he sees the distortion of ‘a crumbling rural 

village’ in France which, 

in the space of a single year … had sprouted an 
army town, like a great parasitical growth. 

He is powerfully alive to the diseased and 

destructive impact of the war, and he 

sees the wanton destruction of towns and 

property as dehumanising, ‘reminiscent of 

a madhouse’ and ‘bad for the men’s morale 

and honour’.

Conclusion
Poetry is one window on World War 1, but 

there are others and we should not ignore 

them. Many firsthand personal accounts 

of the war exist, and these deserve much 

closer attention as great literary works on 

their own terms. Books like Four Weeks in the 

Trenches by the Austrian officer and concert 

violinist Fritz Kreisler, Memoirs of an Infantry 

Officer by Siegfried Sassoon, A Testament of 

Youth by Vera Brittain, Horses Don’t Fly by 

Frederick Libby, The Middle Parts of Fortune by 

the Australian Frederic Manning and Goodbye 

to All That by Robert Graves provide us with 

invaluable perspectives on the war beyond 

the poetry.

Dr Andrew Green is PGCE English Course Tutor
& MA (Ed) Course Leader, School of Sport and
Education Brunel University.
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The first female character to grace the stage 

is Hippolyta. Theseus, the Duke of Athens, 

speaks of his desire to wed his prospective 

bride as the two enter together. Thus the 

audience begins their theatrical experience 

in anticipation of the ‘happy days’ of a 

‘nuptial hour’ that, if in keeping with 

traditionally comedic conventions, we can 

assume will be fulfilled by the close of the 

play. However, a seemingly joyful opening 

is unsettlingly undercut when Theseus 

reveals that he ‘woo’d thee [Hippolyta] 

with my sword,/And won thy love doing 

thee injuries’. The educated members of 

Shakespeare’s audience would have been 

reminded of the Amazonian legend Theseus 

is borrowed from. In this legend the 

independent, matriarchal queen was taken 

by force by Theseus and forced to marry 

him. The phallic symbol of the ‘sword’ 

reinforces the violence Theseus undertook 

to ‘woo’ his queen and reminds the 

audience that Hippolyta did not unite with 

him willingly. However, just as the audience 

Emma Kirby demonstrates how a feminist reading of A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream reveals a persistent theme of female subordination.

A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream Patterns of 

Patriarchy
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has recognised the threat of aggression, 

Shakespeare undercuts expectations again, 

converting a potentially tragic situation into 

something joyful as Hippolyta echoes her 

fiancé’s language, converting the ‘waning 

moon’ which he bemoans into an image of 

fruitfulness and beauty: 

And then the moon, like to a silver bow
New bent in heaven, shall behold the night
Of our solemnites.

Both appear eager to wed and, for a 

twenty-first century audience, this is surely 

troubling. Hipployta’s submissive language 

is at odds with her feisty reputation from 

legend; she has, it would seem, been tamed. 

In the same way that the spirited queen 

has been replaced by a compliant, obedient 

wife-to-be, so Theseus’ violent terms are 

replaced by images of celebration – ‘pomp 

... triump ... merriment’. Once an unwilling 

hostage, she is now an expectant bride. 

Hippolyta appears not merely to have 

acquiesced to her captor, but learnt to desire 

him. The promise of a spirited, autonomous 

female character is undermined within the 

first few lines of the play. 

Hermia’s Defiance
If Hippolyta is willing to accept Theseus’ 

governance readily, then Shakespeare 

quickly introduces a female character who 

is not. Described as a ‘vixen’ and prone to 

‘shrewishness’, Hermia makes it clear that 

she will not bow to male authority easily. 

At her father’s request, Theseus tells her 

that she will ‘endure the livery of a nun’ if 

she does not marry Demetrius. In response, 

Hermia declares that she cannot ‘yield’ 

her ‘virgin patent up’ to a man whom her 

‘soul consent not to give sovereignty’. As a 

sixteenth-century Athenian noblewoman, 

Hermia’s choices were her father’s, not 

her own. However, Hermia’s description 

of her ‘virgin patent’ is telling. A patent is 

a legal term for an entitlement granting 

rights to its owner. The owner would 

not surrender this without some form of 

compensation. In other words, the choice 

of metaphor suggests that marriage is a 

lawful contract and that Hermia is as much 

a part of that contract as is her husband. 

By employing a legal term in this way, 

Hermia acknowledges the contractual 

laws of patriarchal Athens, but reminds 

both the on and off-stage audience of her 

rights as an individual. Her choices may be 

depressingly limited (to die, become a nun 

or marry a man she does not love), but they 

are choices that she will make and no one 

else can ‘yield’ that right for her. Where 

Hippolyta complements Theseus’ own 

language, Hermia works within patriarchal 

discourse in order to subvert it. Her father, 

Egeus, blames her ‘turned obedience’ on 

Lysander. However, the Hermia we see run 

from Athens, later threaten to reach her 

‘nails ... unto thine [Helena’s] eyes’ and 

eventually marry the man of her choice, 

is enough to make us doubt Egeus’ claims. 

In fact, the overbearing father figure who 

desperately calls for the ‘law’ to reinforce 

his authority as patriarchy, is last seen in 

Act 1. His threatening presence is removed 

and he departs ‘defeated’, allowing for a 

happy, restorative ending in which the 

daughter, not the father, gets her way. 

Male Mirroring – Theseus and 
Oberon
However, Egeus is by no means the most 

powerful patriarch in this play and the 

remaining male authorities far from 

disappear. As Hermia and Lysander fly 

from ‘sharp Athenian law’, followed by 

both Demetrius and Helena, the lovers 

journey into a pastoral labyrinth. A place 

of ‘stranger companies’, mischievous spirits 

and fantastical fairies, the wood appears 

to stand in stark contrast to Athens. 

However, the hierarchical structuring that 

characterises Athens is arguably mirrored 

in the wood itself. Here, too, we have 

layers of power, albeit magical power, 

with a King and Queen, an obedient 

assistant (Puck) and an array of lower 

ranking minions (Cobweb, Peaseblossom 

and so on). Here the lovers are subject to 

Oberon, not Theseus’, meddling. Despite 

the hitches that occur, Oberon’s wish to 

help the ‘sweet Athenian lady [Helena]’ 

seems borne from good intent. In fact, 

his frustration with Puck’s mistake and 

the problems that ensue is reminiscent 

of Theseus’ reluctance to enforce Egeus’ 

wishes in Act 1 – Theseus’ instruction that 

Egeus should ‘confer’ with him in private 

has led some critics to believe that the Duke 

is at least disinclined to present Hermia 

with her unappealing choices. As the ruling 

patriarch in the wooded domain, Oberon’s 
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decisions impact on the lovers and their 

choices, just as Theseus’ do. However, 

where Theseus co-ordinates the law and 

its consequences, Oberon co-ordinates 

the distribution of a love juice that will 

enable Hermia and Helena to marry the 

men they love. Just as the lovers have little 

authority over their choices in Athens, 

so they have little in the wood, subject as 

they are to the will of Theseus and Oberon 

respectively. Fortunately, however, Oberon 

is one patriarch who uses his powers to 

endorse a woman’s case. At least in this 

case. However, no sooner has the audience 

formed a favourable view, it is then 

undercut.

Domestic Subordination
Oberon may employ his powers 

benevolently in some respects, but to 

his own wife his authority is enforced 

resolutely, even cruelly. Titania’s reluctance 

to surrender her Indian boy to her husband 

sees her ’tormented’ by Oberon who 

instructs Puck to use the same love juice 

on his wife’s eyes so that she wakes and 

falls in love with Bottom who has been 

transformed into an ass. Significantly, 

Oberon and Titania first enter the stage 

in the middle of a heated argument. 

Unlike her mortal double, Hippolyta, 

Titania is neither submissive nor meek 

declaring vehemently that she will not 

give Oberon the child he desires: ‘Not 

for thy fairy kingdom!’ Her determined 

language and refusal to comply with her 

husband establish her as a strong, assertive 

character whose own sovereignty matches 

her husband’s. However, her humiliation 

with Bottom appears to have the same 

effect as Theseus’ sword did on Hippolyta. 

The ‘hateful fantasies’ Titania experiences 

transform a defiant queen into a grovelling 

wife who begs for forgiveness from Oberon 

in ‘mild terms’, not the defiant exclamations 

she once used. The parallels between the 

sovereign couples become clear once more: 

Oberon’s spell echoes Theseus’ sword. The 

spell and the sword each allows the man 

to enforce his control over the woman, 

both literally and symbolically. Oberon 

gets his changeling child and the natural 

imbalances that had occurred as a result of 

the couple’s quarrel are resolved. It seems 

that such female subordination, even in a 

fairy kingdom, is akin to a natural order. 

The seasons that were ‘alter[ed]’ are now 

restored, just as Oberon’s supreme power is 

endorsed by his queen and her disobedience 

now resolved. 

Endings and Epilogues
Of all of Shakespeare’s comedies, few offer 

such a resoundingly ‘happy’ ending as A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream with its promise 

of three marriages. Both young couples are 

united joyfully, Oberon and Titania have 

resolved their dispute and all are present for 

the marriage of Theseus and Hippolyta that 

has just taken place off-stage. Significantly, 

Theseus beseeches the mechanicals to offer 

no epilogue and instead offers the audience 

his own. His epilogue strikes a chord 

with his opening speech, highlighting the 

promise of ‘nightly revels’. There is now no 

moon to delay the young couples and thus 

he commands the ‘Lovers, to bed’. Oberon’s 

subsequent epilogue echoes his mortal 

double and just as Hippolyta gives way to 

Theseus in silence, so Titania stands quiet as 

her husband blesses the newlyweds. Where 

Theseus’ words hinted at the pleasures of 

the wedding night, Oberon focuses explicitly 

on the fruitful consequences of this union: 

‘And the issue there create/Ever shall be 

fortunate’. Together, Theseus and Oberon 

do not simply approve the marriages that 

have taken place, they license them. It 

is worth noting that both Demetrius and 

Lysander are still under the influence of the 

love juice and thus the lovers’ marriages 

seem not to be entirely borne of free will. 

The ending of the play may be a comedic 

coup, but to a modern audience member, 

the ghost of patriarchy may well remain 

indefinitely. We are reminded that Hermia’s 

resistance has paid off and Helena’s desires 

met, but in both cases, the resolutions 

are the consequence of a patriarch’s will. 

Female choice in marriage, it would seem, 

is only acceptable if it is sanctioned by 

the patriarchal authority, an authority 

enshrined in Athenian law, or in Oberon’s 

case, the arbitrary will of a tenacious fairy 

King. 

Emma Kirby teaches English at The Portsmouth
Grammar School.
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As English spreads around the world, 

people are using it for very different 

things. However, it is possible to identify 

communities of English users – although 

sometimes these are more communities 

of type of use, made up of individuals 

dispersed all over the world, rather than our 

typical notion of a community.

There are many terms which describe 

what English is doing in the world: ‘world 

Englishes’, ‘English as a Lingua Franca’ 

and ‘global English’ to name but a few. 

This article explains what the difference is 

between these terms … although it should 

be noted that there are some things on 

which linguists will never agree.

World Englishes
The term ‘world Englishes’ is usually used 

to describe varieties which are developing 

in more close-knit geographically-coherent 

communities. What we are talking about 

here can be likened to accents and dialects 

of English in the British Isles, for example. 

If we consider Cockney and Geordie, 

for instance, they are accents of English 

situated geographically in different parts 

of the country with identifiable and 

describable features, such as a Cockney 

speaker’s use of [d] for /ð/ in words like 

them and these and [f] for /θ/ in words like 

three and north, and a Geordie speaker’s 

vowels in words like face, which can be 

[fɪəs] for what would be /feɪs/ in Received 

Pronunciation, and goat, which is [goːt] for  

/gəʊt/ – and can even be [ɡʊət] among 

older male speakers.

Postcolonial Permutations
The main difference is that, whereas we 

usually refer to regional accents and dialects 

of English in the British Isles as being ‘Non-

standard’, in the case of world Englishes, 

the varieties which are developing are 

moving towards a standard of their own. 

This process has recently been described 

by Edgar Schneider (2007) in terms of a 

Dynamic Model of Postcolonial Englishes. 

Schneider’s model has five phases: 

Phase 1: Foundation

Phase 2: Exonormative stabilisation

Phase 3: Nativisation

Phase 4: Endonormative stabilisation

Phase 5: Differentiation

Phase 1, foundation, in which English 

is brought to a territory by a colonising 

power.

Phase 2, exonormative stabilisation, 

where ‘exonormative’ means that the 

variety is outward-looking, in that it 

is dependent on the model of English 

spoken by someone from the colonising 

power, i.e. the UK or the US, depending 

on who colonised the region, and is 

viewed as a second language (L2).

Phase 3, nativisation, in which the variety 

starts to have native speakers for whom it 

is no longer an L2.

Phase 4, endonormative stabilisation, 

where ‘endonormative’ means the variety 

has developed its own standards which 

are not based on the original variety of 

the colonisers.

Phase 5, differentiation, in which varieties 

form within the new variety, much as 

they have in the UK. 

This process, of course, happens over 

hundreds of years. If one takes Singapore 

and Hong Kong English as examples, 

Schneider locates Singapore English firmly 

in phase 4, as it is clearly developing its own 

features which are different from British 

English, on which it was originally based. 

Hong Kong English, on the other hand, 

which was also based on British English, is 

located more in phase 3, with some aspects 

of phase 2 still prevailing. This may be 

because Singapore has been independent 

from Britain since 1965, whereas Hong 

Kong was returned to China in 1997, over 

thirty years later. Both have a strong sense 

of identity, but Hong Kong belonging to 

China and not being independent itself 

may muddy the waters in terms of the 

development of Hong Kong English as a 

variety in its own right.

As English spreads 
around the world, 
people are using it 
for very different 
things

English as a Lingua Franca
‘English as a Lingua Franca’ – or ELF – 

specifically describes the English which is 

used by speakers of languages other than 

English when communicating with each 

other. It usually excludes native speakers 

of varieties such as British or American 

English. In describing ELF, Seidlhofer 

World Englishes, English as 
Lingua Franca, Global English 
… What’s the difference?
Professor Jane Setter guides us through the many ways in which English has 
taken on a life of its own around the world.
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(2004) indicates that, although speakers 

may have many differences, certain 

grammatical features are remarkably similar 

amongst its speakers. For example, in ELF 

conversations, speakers tend not to use the 

third person present tense -s in phrases 

such as ‘he like it very much’, to insert 

prepositions considered redundant in British 

and American English in phrases like ‘we 

discussed about the weather’, and leave out 

definite and indefinite articles in utterances 

such as ‘he gave me banana’. However, 

these features are seen as differences in 

English usage and not as being incorrect, as 

the aim of ELF is for people to communicate 

successfully in a common code, rather than 

to emulate, for example, British English. It 

is also suggested that speakers of varieties 

such as British or American English should 

accommodate towards ELF users. Jennifer 

Jenkins, for example, proposed a Lingua 

Franca Core (see Jenkins 2000) which 

recommended that /r/ is pronounced 

wherever it is found in the spelling – which 

is unlike many accents of British English 

but more similar to American English – and 

that ‘t’ should always be pronounced clearly 

as /t/, and not as variants such as the tap 

or flap sound heard in American English 

productions of the word butter. If British 

or American English speakers wish to take 

part in ELF conversations, they would have 

to modify their speech in order to be better 

understood.

Global English
‘Global English’ is a cover term which is 

used to describe the use of English all over 

the world for whatever reason. Under this 

heading, one might wonder what influence 

either British English or American English 

has in the world today, consider how new 

varieties are developing, and examine 

how speakers from all over the world are 

communicating in English and what is 

required to be successful. The University 

of Southampton recently set up a Centre 

for Global Englishes, which ‘produces and 

disseminates research on the linguistic and 

sociocultural dimensions of global uses 

and users of English’ (see http://www.

southampton.ac.uk/cge/). It has a number 

of scholars in ELF, including Professor 

Jenkins. Centres such as these around the 

world further our knowledge of English 

and how it is developing, and enable us 

to understand that English has taken on a 

life of its own and is no longer the domain 

of the traditional native speaker. This will 

eventually impact on how we teach and test 

English, although at present there is still a 

monopoly in this area held by British and 

American organisations, which require tests 

of English such as IELTS and TOEFL to be 

passed in order for people from different 

language backgrounds to be able to live, 

study or work in countries such as the UK 

or US.

English has taken on 
a life of its own and is 
no longer the domain 
of the traditional 
native speaker

One might think that everyone in the world 

aspires towards native-like proficiency in 

a language they are learning. Whilst this 

is still true of many learners of English, 

it cannot be said for all those using the 

language. The study of English, Englishes 

and ELF in different societal groups will 

help us understand what people are doing 

with English, how it is developing and 

why it continues to be used. But, most of 

all, it shows us that this language is sturdy 

enough to continue to make meaning, and 

flexible enough to make the meaning in a 

myriad of different ways.

Jane Setter is Professor in the department of
English Language and Applied Linguistics at the
University of Reading.
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In some simplistic readings of the genre, 

the pastoral is pure escapism. It’s a kind 

of literary sedative, allowing readers 

to numb the pain of the real world by 

injecting themselves with a dreamy dose 

of shepherds, lambs and the blue skies of 

childhood. Most pastoral texts are rarely 

this straightforward, however, and this is 

certainly the case with Larkin’s ‘Church 

Going’, ‘Show Saturday’, and ‘Going, 

Going’. In these poems there is a subtle 

tension arising from opposing feelings and 

attitudes which are never fully resolved – 

celebration, despair, criticism, seriousness 

and irreverence co-exist in these texts, 

offering a much less stable version of the 

pastoral. Larkin might well offer some 

positive views of England or the past, but in 

these texts, the conventional rural idyll is 

either absent or compromised.

Rural Escape or Other 
Retreats
One way to locate these poems within the 

pastoral is to apply Terry Gifford’s notion 

of retreat and return, which posits that 

pastoral spaces offer temporary escape to 

the country, before characters return to 

the urban world with a fresh perspective. 

In As You Like It, for instance, the forest of 

Arden offers a retreat from the court which 

allows characters to experiment and learn 

before re-entering the ‘real’ world. ‘Church 

Going’ also involves a retreat of sorts, a visit 

to a musty building of the past in which 

the narrator finds space to reflect. Initially, 

though, there seems little pleasure taken 

in the place itself – the narrative voice 

seems flippant, drawing attention to the 

mundane features of ‘another church’ with 

‘some brass and stuff.’ The first two stanzas 

suggest a slightly smug, thoughtless visitor 

who has a go at the lectern before making 

a worthless donation and deciding that ‘the 

place was not worth stopping for.’ 

most pastoral texts 
are rarely this 
straightforward

Tradition and Value
However, the narrator’s irreverence gives 

way to a more reflective tone in which 

he wonders why he is attracted to these 

obsolete places; he concludes that the 

human need for ritual and connection with 

the past is the reason. Here we see one of 

the functions of the pastoral retreat – the 

opportunity and space to think. The church 

may be redundant, but the human impulse 

to be serious isn’t. Upon his exit – his 

return to the ‘suburb scrub’ – a spiritual 

development has occurred. ‘Church Going’ 

acknowledges that time marches on, but 

that human tradition remains. What is 

being valued here is not the pastoral space 

itself, but the feelings experienced there 

and the reassurance that habit and custom 

bring. The poem resists easy sentimentality 

though – the deceased bodies lying around 

serve as a timely warning that death is the 

master of man. The knowledge that death 

also dwells in Arcadia is an essential part of 

later pastoral.

Oppositions in ‘Show 
Saturday’
Tradition and opposition are also central 

to ‘Show Saturday’. The scattershot 

images of a country fair are presented 

with a combination of gentle irony but 

also pleasant appreciation. The rural and 

domestic talents seem both outdated 

but also worthy and the narrator seems 

interested yet detached from the joys of dog 

displays and the Chain Saw Competition. 

The grandiose tone and rhythm in 

which the scones and eggs are described 

make them seem highly important and 

faintly ridiculous at the same time. The 

conventional rural idyll is undermined here: 

we are shown the greyness of the weather, 

the cars blocking the narrow lanes and 

the unflattering depictions of the people 

– mugfaced wives who jealously eye each 

other’s jellies, kids who scrap and grey-

haired old wrestlers. It may be that these 

depictions offer a more ‘real’ version of the 

pastoral artifice, one which we recognise 

Larkin 

and the Pastoral
Teacher and senior examiner Graham Elsdon explores Larkin’s depiction of 
pastoral spaces.
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and regard affectionately. Pastoral and anti-

pastoral pulses beat in this poem.

Let it Always be There
Towards the end of ‘Show Saturday’ we are 

reminded of the onset of winter, suggesting 

the end of things and the return of the 

people to their humdrum lives. A literal or 

metaphorical death is never very far away 

in the pastoral and here the seasons offer 

a reminder of life’s brevity and time’s cruel 

scythe. But as with ‘Church Going’, this 

movement towards seriousness offers the 

observation that traditions such as the show 

are vital to the human condition. The voice 

proclaims ‘Let it always be there’ because 

such events are a way to ‘regenerate union’ 

year after year; they offer a way to defeat 

time’s rolling smithy-smoke and for all their 

outmoded content, they are communal. 

Here we can see how Larkin writes within 

the conventions of the pastoral by finding 

a joy in simplicity, even though the show 

seems banal to modern eyes. A more 

extreme version of this sentiment is found 

in Jez Butterworth’s ribald comic drama 

Jerusalem where Ginger, the would-be 

DJ, reflects on the dubious pleasures of 

the Flintock Fair with its welly-whanging 

contests, yoga demonstrations and Morris 

dancing. He raps – ‘It’s the Flintock Fair/ 

It’s shit but you love it.’ A similar, but more 

nuanced opposition oscillates in Larkin’s 

‘Show Saturday’.

The City and the Country
Any celebration of the pastoral space 

directly or indirectly offers a criticism of 

the urban. In some of Larkin’s writing, 

the countryside is shown to be preferable 

to the grasping values of commerce – the 

community in ‘Show Saturday’ is held up 

as an honest antidote to the real world of 

‘Sale-bills and swindling’ – yet in ‘Going, 

Going’ the criticism is more stinging, with 

the values of the city seen as a direct threat 

to the English idyll. Rather than celebrating 

a golden age, we are shown its destruction. 

The polarisation of country and town are 

more extreme, with most of the focus 

placed on the urban and its expansion. We 

hear of the ‘young in the M1 café’ whose 

kids demand more of the very things that 

erode ‘olde’ England, threatening to make 

it the ‘First slum of Europe’. The voice 

is conservative in outlook and although 

there’s ire, the more predominant tone is 

one of sad resignation that ‘it will happen, 

soon’.

A Political Dimension
Special criticism is reserved for the money 

men behind these developments, the crooks 

with ‘spectacled grins’ who spoil the dales 

and brick in the greenery. Here there is a 

more political dimension to the pastoral 

which seems less universal and spiritual 

than the previous texts. We glimpse an 

Edenic England – ‘The shadows, the 

meadows, the lanes’ – but it is only there 

to remind us of what we are losing. Like 

a cruel gameshow host showing a losing 

contestant what they could have won, 

Larkin offers a vision of England that we’ll 

not see for much longer. However, the 

England of carved choirs and guildhalls 

seems more ornate and beautiful in this 

poem but somehow less ‘real’ than the 

spaces in ‘Show Saturday’ and ‘Church 

Going’. Perhaps in polarising the city and 

the country, the poet idealises the pastoral 

in a way that seems distant and a little 

sentimental, raising a central conundrum 

of the genre: how can you praise the 

countryside without idealising it? Perhaps 

what we might call the ‘low pastoral’ 

images in ‘Show Saturday’ are more sincere.

Complex Pastoral
Larkin’s pastoral is a fairly complex 

incarnation. There’s a conservative desire to 

maintain tradition, but on closer inspection 

oppositional voices can be heard – there’s a 

mild comic impulse which sits alongside a 

more serious tone. The agricultural also sits 

uncomfortably alongside the urban and the 

political is seen with the spiritual. He seems 

to say that pastoral values are vanishing but 

will remain in some way and that human 

nature is destructive but also transcendent. 

In a genre which can seem consciously 

literary, the best of Larkin’s writing seems 

to avoid artifice and find a beauty in the 

commonplace and a sense of meaning in 

places which seem meaningless. 

Graham Elsdon teaches English at Whickham
School, Gateshead.
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Analysis of a literary text often makes 

reference to different figures of speech, and 

foremost among these is the trope known 

as metaphor. Traditional literary criticism 

(using terms from I.A. Richards’ work The 

Philosophy of Rhetoric, published in 1936) 

identifies two parts of a metaphor: the 

vehicle and the tenor. The vehicle is often 

derived from concrete experiences, and is 

used to describe something more abstract 

(the tenor). 

Hamlet and Disease
A wonderful example of how metaphor 

is used thematically in a literary text is in 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, where the vehicle 

of illness and disease is used in connection 

with a variety of tenors. In the opening 

scene, Francisco describes himself as being 

‘sick at heart’; Laertes advises Ophelia to 

avoid deepening her relationship with 

Hamlet when he says ‘The canker galls the 

infants of the spring/Too oft before their 

buttons be disclosed’ (drawing on imagery 

where a spring plant is corrupted before 

it has the chance to bloom); Claudius 

describes his killing of his own brother as a 

‘rank’ offence which ‘smells to heaven’; and 

Hamlet, obsessed throughout the play with 

notions of disease, considers the world to 

be full of ‘things rank and gross’, including 

his mother’s relationship with his uncle, a 

relationship which is expressed as ‘in the 

rank sweat of an enseamed bed’. From 

minor characters like Francisco to the main 

protagonist of the tragedy, the characters in 

Hamlet use language associated with disease 

to describe themselves, their relationships 

with others, and, most crucially, the wider 

social and political consequences of the 

disruption of power in Denmark following 

old Hamlet’s assassination. That ‘something 

is rotten in the state of Denmark’ suggests 

a situation which goes far beyond the lives 

of the characters depicted, and obliquely 

makes reference to the political instability 

which can develop in times of uncertain 

transitions of power.

A Wider Linguistic 
Phenomenon
How is this achieved? Why would we 

make a link between a brother’s advice to 

his sister regarding her relationship with 

her boyfriend, and political instability in 

a nation state? One possible reason is that 

the creative and ingenious metaphors that 

Shakespeare creates in his drama are a 

reflection of a wider linguistic phenomenon 

where speakers ordinarily use the language 

Metaphor
a figure of thought?

From Shakespeare to the riots of 2011, Graeme Trousdale introduces 
conceptual metaphor theory, to show how metaphor is deeply embedded in 
our ways of thinking.
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of disease to make reference to more 

abstract concepts associated with the society 

in which they inhabit. For example, it is 

very common in political discourse for 

crime and activities associated with crime to 

be discussed in terms of disease:

• In 2007, the Scottish Justice Secretary 

Kenny MacAskill described organised 

crime as ‘a cancer in Scotland’. 

• In 2010, a retiring judge, Alan Berg, said
People who live empty lives fill that void by 
consuming copious amounts of alcohol to 
a point where they become violent. It has 
become a plague.

• After the riots in England in 2011, David 

Cameron described the gang culture 

which he considered to be connected to 

the riots as 
a major criminal disease that has infected 
streets and estates across our country.

The political context of these examples 

is important, because the network of 

associations we make when we try to 

understand such expressions goes beyond 

the link between crime and disease. For 

example, just as disease has a detrimental 

effect on the human body, so crime can 

have a detrimental effect on a society or 

state. The further link that is established 

is between the (human) body and the 

(political) state, so we can talk about attacks 

on a society in terms of attacks on the 

human body.

Trip Ups and Falls – Macbeth
So far, the examples discussed have been 

from particular kinds of discourse (literary 

texts and political language), so a question 

we have to ask is whether metaphorical 

language is a feature only of particular 

styles or discourse types. Let’s take another 

example from Shakespearean tragedy 

(Macbeth this time), where, early on in the 

play, the tragic hero recognises that other 

Scottish nobles may cause difficulties for his 

political ambitions:

The prince of Cumberland! That is a step
On which I must fall down, or else o’erleap
For in my way it lies

the vehicle is often 
derived from 
concrete experiences

Macbeth understands that Malcolm’s 

position has the potential to prevent him, 

Macbeth, from becoming king. In other 

words, the problem is understood as 

something which hinders motion – note 

the use of nouns like step and way, and 

(phrasal) verbs like fall down and o’erleap. 

Is this too simply a property of literary 

language? It appears not, because there are 

very many expressions in ordinary spoken 

discourse which draw on the same or 

similar associations. It can be hard to get over 

a breakup; A Level exams are hurdles, and 

you don’t want them to trip you up; some 

people feel that their boss is getting in their 

way and preventing their promotion, or that 

work is an uphill struggle. And, just as in our 

earlier examples concerning disease, this 

specific association of problems with things 

that prevent motion is networked to wider 

associations in which life is understood 

as a journey (from the baby’s on its way to 

he’s gone to a better place). In each case, we 

speak of a more abstract concept (like life) 

in terms of something more concrete (like a 

journey). These metaphorical mappings from 

a source domain (the concrete world) to 

a target domain (the abstract world) form 

the basis of a particular aspect of a theory of 

language known as conceptual metaphor 

theory, and a foundational work in this 

area is Metaphors We Live By, by George 

Lakoff and Mark Johnson, first published in 

1980.
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Thinking Metaphorically
It’s not the case that every aspect of a source 

domain can be used to describe every aspect 

of a target domain. As Lakoff and Johnson 

show, it’s possible to talk about theories 

in terms of buildings: you might lay down 

some good foundations when you start to 

build up a strong argument, but someone 

might find a weak spot, and provide evidence 

that undermines your thesis, such that your 

whole theory lies in ruins. Yet they also point 

out that some mappings aren’t possible. 

For example, you can’t take an escalator to 

a better idea or clean the windows of your 

basic principles in order to improve your 

theory. Nevertheless, research has shown 

that metaphors pervade ordinary speech, 

and this has led linguists like Lakoff and 

Johnson to suggest that the reason we 

speak using so many metaphors is that 

this is a reflection of how we think: we 

speak metaphorically because we think 

metaphorically. We understand certain 

more abstract concepts in terms of more 

concrete ones, and the language we use 

reflects that cognitive process. 

Cross-linguistic Conceptual 
Mappings
If this is the case, we would want to show 

that certain conceptual mappings occur 

cross-linguistically (i.e. that this is really 

something associated with general human 

cognition and not a property of particular 

languages). In some cases, this does appear 

to hold true. For instance, the target domain 

of importance can be conceptualised in 

terms of size in English, so when we say 

that ‘this is a big day for Britain’, we mean 

it is a very important day. This association 

of size with importance can also be found 

in Russian, Malay and Turkish, among 

many other languages (Grady 2007). 

However, some mappings appear to be 

culturally specific, and therefore more 

restricted in their distribution in the world’s 

languages. As Lakoff and Johnson show, 

for many Westerners, a work culture has 

developed where time is understood as a 

commodity (we spend and save time; we 

consider whether a particular task is worth 

our time; we might waste our time doing 

trivial things), a possible reflection of the 

fact that we are paid by the hour or receive 

a monthly salary. But because not all the 

world’s cultures have adopted such an 

economic model, there are languages which 

do not have this metaphorical mapping.

It’s Everywhere
It’s clear that novel metaphors are used very 

effectively by literary artists when they seek 

to achieve particular striking effects. But it’s 

equally clear that playwrights, politicians 

and the public, in their everyday discourse, 

draw on metaphorical associations which 

appear to reflect aspects of how we think as 

well as how we talk. Once you start looking, 

you’ll find these metaphorical associations 

in all sorts of places, and you’ll come to 

see how widespread this is. (Re-read this 

paragraph and try to find some examples of 

the conceptual metaphor in which seeing 

is the source domain and understanding is 

the target domain. There are quite a few, 

honestly. I’m not trying to hoodwink you or 

muddy the waters.)

Graeme Trousdale is a Senior Lecturer in English
Language at the University of Edinburgh.
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We may already be familiar with the idea 

of Arcadia. We may even know that it is a 

mountainous region in the Peloponnese. 

If we’ve done a bit of research, we’ll have 

learned that this actual place in Greece 

was seized on by Ancient Greek and 

Roman poets alike as a place of ideal, 

rural contentment. Romans such as Virgil 

wrote poetry where stories unfolded in 

this Arcadian landscape – and it didn’t 

stop there. In the Renaissance, Arcadia 

reappeared in pastoral poetry and in 

paintings. Artists such as Claude Lorrain 

(1600-1682) and Nicolas Poussin (1594-

1665) created many of these landscapes, 

and they show a pastoral scene of 

fertile beauty, featuring shepherds and 

shepherdesses who will never experience 

any poverty or hardship – all young people, 

who never grow old, preserved forever in 

this Golden Age. The sky is always blue; the 

distant mountains are always serene, and 

the figures dance or sleep or eat in endless 

harmony.

How should this leave us when we think 

about the title of Stoppard’s work, Arcadia? 

Possibly a bit confused, because this is surely 

not a fair representation of what is going on 

in the play. Certainly, we do have a garden 

which Lady Croom describes as a ‘familiar 

pastoral refinement’, and as a ‘most amiable 

picture’, but even this pastoral idyll isn’t 

We must hurry if we’re going to dance: 

the nature of
Stoppard’s Arcadia

Dr Juliet Harrison explores the significance of the garden in Arcadia, in 
relation to Classical and Renaissance representations of the Arcadian 
landscape.
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safe. Coming into this garden is Noakes 

(the landscape architect), who is described 

by Septimus (among other things), as ‘a 

serpent’. As far as Lady Croom is concerned, 

he is there to destroy the perfection that 

was her garden. Maybe we should take this 

as a clue: has Stoppard moved away from 

the Classical, pastoral Arcadia that depicts 

the simple, rural life, and moved towards 

the Biblical garden of Eden, perhaps?

Loss of Innocence
Eden, after all, is another perfect world of 

innocence and simplicity, but one that has 

evil at its heart. The fact that the safety 

curtain for the original production of 

Arcadia featured Nicolas Poussin’s Spring 

or The Earthly Paradise (1660-1664) draws 

attention to this parallel. Poussin’s painting 

(see page 32) depicts Adam and Eve, 

dwarfed in an Arcadian landscape, with Eve 

pointing at the apples on the tree above her, 

and once we have spotted this, suddenly, 

the clouds that gather in the top right of the 

painting seem threatening and prophetic of 

the inevitable loss of innocence.

Maybe this is it. Maybe this is the true 

nature of the Arcadia in the title. It would 

certainly explain the constant references 

to apples in the play; it would tie in with 

the fact that Hannah describes the 1730 

garden as ‘Paradise in the age of reason’; it 

even adds resonance to Septimus’ statement 

about Thomasina: that she ‘speaks from 

innocence not from experience.’ After all, 

both of the Lady Crooms discover many 

of the sins that occur in the garden, and 

those who commit the sins (Mrs Chater and 

Bernard, for example) are punished and 

expelled. Both of the Lady Crooms even 

discover the misdemeanours because of the 

theodolite, a word whose roots lie in ‘theo’, 

meaning ‘of God’.

Chaos of Love
Are we saying, then, that Stoppard’s 

Arcadia is just a flawed ‘Earthly Paradise’? 

It is definitely one where the chaos of love 

disturbs and destroys innocence: Mrs Chater 

seduces Septimus in the gazebo, Septimus 

takes Augustus outside to have their 

discussion about sex; Chloe and Bernard 

have sex in the hermitage, and so on. 

What might add weight to our argument 

is that this garden also provides another of 

Stoppard’s recurrent metaphors for chaos 

theory, where the garden (which should be 

ordered by man), is actually undermined by 

the disorder of man’s passions and whims. 

It makes a convincing case, but Stoppard’s 

Arcadia still doesn’t seem to be a direct 

parallel for Eden: it has loss of innocence, it 

has gaining of knowledge, but it seems to be 

missing a vital ingredient. Like the Classical 

Arcadia, the Biblical paradise lacks an aspect 

that seems most crucial to the Arcadia in 

this play: the presence of death.

The Presence of Death
When we realise that Stoppard actually 
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wanted to call the play Et in Arcadia Ego, 

but was convinced otherwise because the 

title was both too long and was considered 

too obscure and when we see this phrase 

echoed again (albeit clumsily) by Lady 

Croom, and repeated (more aptly) by 

Septimus, another dimension of Arcadia 

becomes clear. It helps to know that the 

painter to whom Lady Croom refers is 

either Guercino (1591-1666) or Poussin 

(1594-1665), as both painters created works 

called Et in Arcadia Ego, and all this hard 

evidence adds up to the idea that this must 

be Stoppard’s Arcadia.

Memento Mori
To confirm this, we need to take Poussin’s 

second version of the painting (he did two, 

one in about 1630, and another in about 

1638-9), and we see that the figures and 

the landscape seem very familiar in terms 

of our understanding of Arcadia. If we were 

working down the Arcadian check list, 

we would tick off the presence of young, 

beautiful shepherds and shepherdesses; the 

depiction of distant mountains, and the 

fair weather. However, right at the centre 

of the composition, and around which 

everything circles, is a tomb. In this version 

of the painting, we have to look quite 

closely to realise what the shepherds have 

found. After all, they don’t really look very 

shocked, and the female figure at the front 

looks almost bored as she stands with her 

hands on her hips. The kneeling shepherd 

is tracing the engraved letters on the tomb, 

and although they are partly obscured, 

an ominous shadow falls over them, and 

we know that they must have a dark 

significance.

An eminent art historian, Erwin Panofsky, 

(1892-1968) has written a famous essay 

in which he compares the two versions 

of Poussin’s painting, and it’s fun, having 

read his essay, to play spot the difference 

with the two works. If we were uncertain 

about the meaning of the second version, 

for example, we could turn to the first 

version. The mood is very different here: 

there seems to be much more urgency to 

the whole scene. The apparently bored, 

statuesque female figure is now a wind-

swept nymph, and the shepherds appear to 

fall onto the tomb that is partially obscured 

by the dark, dominating trees above. To 

ensure that the message of the painting is 

delivered unambiguously, Poussin places a 

skull on the tomb, and the shepherd and 

the skull appear to confront one another.

Poussin (1630)

Poussin (1638)
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Now if we look at Guercino’s version, 

completed just twelve years earlier, the 

Arcadian trees are dying, silhouetted against 

a grey sky as the shepherds come face to 

face with the tomb – and the writing – and 

the skull, that is larger than the shepherd’s 

own. Gone are any distractions from the 

message that Guercino is giving here: the 

colours are muted; there are no beautiful 

nymphs or statuesque women dressed in 

gold; here, the shepherds lean on their 

staffs, as though exhausted by life. And 

in the foreground a mouse nibbles at the 

disintegrating skull, as a symbol of the 

devouring nature of time. This is the classic 

memento mori icon – Latin for ‘remember 

that you have to die.’

Confronting Mortality
It is likely that Stoppard was inspired 

by Poussin’s paintings (given the use of 

Earthly Paradise as a safety curtain in the 

first production of Arcadia), but Poussin 

was, anyway, inspired by Guercino, and 

the inscription on the tomb and the title is 

the same for all three paintings. There is 

a seemingly endless discussion about the 

exact meaning of the ambiguous words, but, 

in essence, the ‘I’ (‘ego’) refers to Death, 

and it translates as ‘I, too, am in Arcadia’ 

or ‘Even in Arcadia, here I am’. With 

this in mind, we see, then, the shepherds 

confronting their own mortality: this is 

a warning about valuing the emptiness 

of material possessions, and about the 

relentless passing of time.

And so we return to Stoppard’s play 

where we can now see death everywhere: 

Thomasina says that she grows up with the 

sound of guns ‘like the child of a siege’, 

surrounded by the killing of birds and 

animals; Septimus shoots a rabbit; Augustus 

shoots a pigeon and claims that he has 

shot a hare; Chater dies; Thomasina dies, 

and ultimately, according to the second 

law of thermodynamics, everything ‘must 

cease and grow cold’. As Thomasina says, 

‘We must hurry if we are going to dance’ 

before our death, or before we have a world 

‘without light or life ... and heat is gone 

from the earth.’

The Arcadian garden in the play, then, has a 

range of resonances, and is generally a very 

busy metaphor: it marks a division between 

Romantic and Classical; it represents the 

passing of a Classical Golden Age, a flawed 

Christian paradise, the idea of order being 

imposed on chaos, and of disorder re-

emerging as people fancy the wrong people 

(to paraphrase Chloe). It is the green world 

where morals are not so strictly adhered to, 

and, most fundamentally, it is the Arcadia in 

the paintings by Poussin and Guercino. This 

is a play that Stoppard himself described 

as a ‘romantic tragedy with jokes’, and 

we would be entirely missing the point if 

we failed to see the tragedy beneath the 

comedy, and the death that sits at the heart 

of Arcadia. Memento mori the play seems 

to say: ‘we must hurry if we are going to 

dance.’

Dr Juliet Harrison is an English teacher at Alton
College, Hampshire. Her doctorate was in part on
Tom Stoppard.
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To answer the question, ‘Why read criticism 

in English Literature A Level?’, compare 

English with other subjects. In maths, you 

don’t learn off by heart the answers to 

all the problems (that would be mad and 

impossible): you learn methods to solve 

problems. Similarly, in geography, you 

don’t learn everything on a map: you learn 

to think like a Geographer. At school, you 

learn not so much facts as ways of thinking 

about things in the world. And to think 

in a certain way is to be in a certain way, 

so really you are learning an identity as a 

something: as a Geographer, as a Historian. 

Or, as some year 13s said to me, as an 

‘Englisher’. Although it’s a surprisingly 

controversial name, you are learning to 

think as, to be, a literary critic. So if it’s not 

about just knowing facts about literature, 

what does it mean to think as, to be, a 

literary critic?

Actually, as soon as you walked through the 

door of the A Level classroom you became a 

literary critic. 

All educational disciplines grew from very 

basic human activities. Geometry means 

‘measuring the earth’, presumably vital for 

early farming societies. Chemistry grew 

from cooking and making clothes (dyes and 

suchlike). Literary criticism comes from 

listening to stories and poems or watching 

dramas and then asking questions and 

talking about them. 

One of the things that’s weird about 

English, and unlike other subjects, is that 

while I’ve read that poem a hundred times, 

and you’ve read it for the first time today, 

we’ve both got interesting things to say 

about it. In a discussion, one person can’t 

just bulldoze another with knowledge 

(because knowing about a poem doesn’t 

really mean ‘knowing facts about a poem’).

Every subject is made up of the questions 

it asks of the material it has chosen as 

its subject: originally practical questions 

(chemistry: what to mix together to make 

red dye) then, slowly, more abstract 

questions. And thinking as a literary critic 

involves just that: knowing what sort of 

questions to ask, what sort of ideas to use. 

But just as chemistry has changed and 

developed over the ages, so has literary 

criticism. However, its modern form is only 

just over three or four generations old, so 

even though it has changed, it’s still about 

engaging with texts and asking questions. 

I’m not going to tell you precisely what 

questions literary critics ask. It’s not as 

simple as a checklist, and finding out 

yourself means you’ll understand and 

own the questions more fully. I can do 

something better, however. I can tell you 

where the questions come from.

Where Literary Critical 
Questions Originate
The questions we ask of literary texts are 

the same deep questions we ask everyday 

of ourselves and of the people around us. 

Literary texts are the closest sort of things 

to us. They are in language. Each of us is an 

expert user and creator of language. Every 

day we use words to express ourselves, 

tell stories and make patterns out of our 

reality. That means we judge, shape and 

think about language all the time, so much 

so that we often just forget we are doing 

it. Thinking as a critic both reminds us of 

that and, more importantly, uses that fact. 

Criticism is about how we use language. 

Narratives
Literary texts also have stories. Each of us, 

in the stories we tell, is a skilled author and 

weaver of narrative. Just as we judge the 

stories our friends tell, we can all judge a 

novel by the high standards of our own 

everyday stories. We do this all the time, 

too. So criticism is also about what we use 

language for. And because it takes longer 

to read a novel than it does to see a film or 

to listen to a piece of music, or to play most 

games, and because novels demand more 

time and energy, they are more immersive. 

This is the origin of phrases like ‘losing 

yourself in a book’ or ‘the book speaks to 

me’, as if a novel was more than just ink 

on a page or words on a screen. We live in 

novels more than in any other art form and 

after reading them they stay with us. I call 

this the ‘after-reading’. So criticism is about 

what language does to us. 

Doing English
literary critical practices
Professor Robert Eaglestone considers what it is to be a student of English 
Literature, someone who understands what the discipline entails.
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This closeness between literary texts and 

us means that the questions that critics ask 

about literary texts are the same questions 

we ask ourselves. That’s why English is so 

risky. When we read or talk about a text, 

we are risking ourselves – risking exposing 

ourselves. Sometimes people say that 

analysing a poem kills it. But they never 

say, ‘Oh, you are killing this landscape by 

doing geography all over it’ or ‘that maths 

is butchering my enjoyment of numbers’. 

Actually, if you allow yourself to ask the 

really important questions of texts, far from 

being dull, the questioning reaches into 

the heart of who you are and your own 

identity.

A Process of Critical Thinking

Learning to think as a critic is a process: I’d 

say there were six steps. (In real life these 

all ooze into each other, so breaking it 

down like this is just to help us think about 

it.) 

First, you’ll always begin with your own 

initial response to the text. This could be 

enthusiastic or interested or even negative: 

whichever it is, you should think about 

why you responded like that.

Second, it’s important to listen carefully 

to the responses of your friends and 

other people in your group. Somebody 

else may have seen something that you 

missed or may have a very different take 

on the text. When I read Mary Shelley’s 

novel Frankenstein, I felt sorry for the 

poor monster; my classmates didn’t at all. 

Criticism you read can be a bit like this 

too: different points of view that make you 

think.
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Third, you could begin to respond to 

‘soundbites’ about the text: short ideas or 

suggestions that illuminate it. You might 

come up with some initial ideas from 

looking at an online guide to the author 

or a relevant critical essay. Actually, essay 

titles are very often ‘soundbites’ which exist 

to make you think. So, a good ‘soundbite’ 

for Frankenstein might be from the ancient 

Greek philosopher, Aristotle: ‘to live outside 

society you must be a god or a beast’. Victor 

Frankenstein, who makes the monster, 

alone in his lab, away from everyone, is 

like a god, creating new life: the monster, 

also alone and isolated, becomes a beast. 

(Discuss!)

The final step is 
when a critical 
position is one that 
you ‘own’

The fourth step would be to read essays 

or reviews of the text. Just like you, these 

critics will have ideas and points of view 

that will guide their response to the text 

and you can begin to ask what ‘position’ 

each critic is writing from. For example, one 

critic, Franco Moretti, writes that the 

monster is denied a name and an individuality. He 
is the Frankenstein monster; he belongs wholly 
to his creator (just as one can speak of ‘a Ford 
worker’). Like the workers, he is a collective and 
artificial creature. He is not found in nature, but 
built… 

Moretti points out that the monster is 

made of the bodies of the poor, reshaped 

and given an identity by modern science 

and industry. He’s obviously a critic with 

an interest in politics and history, and how 

these shape a literary work and its contexts. 

In the fifth stage, rather than reading a critic 

who develops their own ideas, you could 

yourself explore different critical positions 

on the text (you could think of yourself as a 

feminist critic, say, or one who is interested 

in the ethical or political issues in a text). 

Arguing from a certain position can be very 

revealing, and it also involves discovering 

something about the critical approaches 

themselves. (You will probably have begun 

to think about these approaches in step 

four.)

The final step is when a critical position 

is one that you ‘own’, when a set of ideas 

becomes part of your ‘literary critical’ 

toolkit, always ready to hand. This sixth 

stage, leads back, of course, to the first 

stage; only now your initial response will be 

much more informed and analytical. 

Why is it important to think about the 

processes of literary critical activity and 

understand more about them?

John Hattie, an expert in education, 

undertook a huge ‘study of studies’, 

covering some 80 million (!) students 

over many years. He argues that what 

improves a student’s work most is what 

he called ‘metacognition’, by which he 

means, roughly, knowing what you are 

doing. In English, this means that the thing 

that helps you to do best most is not (just) 

knowing the texts but knowing what you 

are doing with them and why. So knowing 

why you are reading criticism is, perhaps, as 

important as reading criticism itself.

Robert Eaglestone is Professor of Contemporary
Literature and Thought at Royal Holloway,
University of London.
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The Wasp Factory deals with gender and 

sexuality, two issues fundamentally 

connected to identity and which have 

become the hallmark of Scottish literature. 

Over the course of the novel, the idea of 

patriarchal masculinity and gender norms – 

arguably the foundations of communal and 

individual identification – undergoes ironic 

deconstruction. This culminates in Frank’s 

revelation in the final chapter,

I’m not Francis Leslie Cauldhame. I’m Frances 
Lesley Cauldhame. That’s what it boils down to.

Banks releases his main characters into 

what Judith Butler calls 

a fluidity of identities that suggests an openness 
to resignification and recontextualisation – 
depriving hegemonic culture and its critics of the 
claim to naturalised or essential gender identities.

In using political nuances, Banks deals with 

the need for a readjustment and autonomy 

in rejecting the societal possession of gender 

identity. 

Challenging Gender Norms
Banks’ novel alludes to several classic 

literary masculinities, for example 

Frankenstein, The Turn of the Screw and Lord of 

the Flies. Critic Judy Carrick claims that 

Banks has recombined these elements of 
language, form and structure in a very individual 
way.

Rob Myers’ goes further in arguing that 

the novel is an ‘innovative’ work. Indeed, 

it is in Banks’ ingenious inversion of these 

figures from classic novels to challenge 

gender norms that the novel is at its most 

innovative. Berthold Schoene-Harwood 

suggests that

the boy she becomes ... appears as a 
manufactured, entirely fictitious creature, 
obsessively overcompensating for a patriarchally 
inflicted lack of natural manliness.

This, he claims, is evidenced in Frank’s 

striving to fulfil social expectations of 

masculinity: 

We strike out, push through, thrust and take ... I 
can feel it in my bones, in my uncastrated genes.

This overcompensation of masculinity 

becomes a way in which Frank embodies 

superiority. At the same time his true 

identity exposes the lack of authenticity 

Iain Banks’ exploration of gender and family relations is an allegory for 
Scotland’s struggle for national identity, argues A Level student Isabel 
Houston. She draws extensively on both critical debate about the novel and 
literary theory more generally, to make her case.

Spoiler alert – 
don’t read this 

article until 
you have finished 

the novel!

The Wasp Factory
Gender, madness and national identity
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in the way society is based around these 

principles of masculinity and femininity. 

Dysfunctional Brother 
Relationship
Banks adopts a confrontational attitude 

towards the issue of Scottish identity. In an 

inspection of postcolonial tensions between 

England and Scotland, Schoene-Harwood 

theorises that 

Within the imperial framework of English-Scottish 
relations, the Scottish male is already feminised as 
a disempowered native (br)other.

The dysfunctional brother relationship 

between Eric and Frank resembles this 

tension in the novel. On one hand, Frank 

– a female – is fanatical in her pursuit 

of her innate right to assert herself as a 

male, while on the other hand we have 

Eric – a male – whose feminine sympathy 

is inevitably corrupted by the influence 

of patriarchal pressure. For Frank, before 

the accident in the hospital, Eric was the 

perfect embodiment of heroic masculine 

ideals, ‘doing what he had to do, just like 

the brave soldier who died for the cause 

of me’. In Frank’s view, Eric’s breakdown 

was the result of him allowing himself to be 

permeated by the feminine: 

Whatever it was that disintegrated in Eric then, 
it was a weakness, a fundamental flaw that a 
real man should not have had. Women ... cannot 
withstand really major things happening to them.

However, Frank also lays blame with his 

father for 

that nonsense in Eric’s early years, letting him 
dress as he wanted and giving him the choice of 
dresses and trousers.

Fear of the Feminine
Through Frank, Banks accuses the 

patriarchal authority for the feminisation 

and subsequent breakdown of Eric; this 

raises the issue of Scottish feminisation 

under English dominance. Interestingly, 

Adrienne Scullion suggests that the 

inferiorist imaging of Scotland as ‘a 

culture of madness, or at least mental and 

emotional instability’ may be motivated 

by society’s attempts to define their fear of 

aspects of the feminine or more significantly 

fear of ‘effeminacy’. Banks may also be 

subversively commenting on Thatcherism 

where ‘The Iron Lady’s’ positive qualities, 

her conviction and risk-taking were claimed 

by the male. In the same way that his 

wife effeminises Angus when she arrived 

‘expecting to be housed, fed, nursed and 

delivered’ by him, the idea of a woman in 

power emasculates. 

Who are ’the Real Loonies’?
Arthur Flannigan-Saint-Aubin’s exploration 

of the literary metaphors of masculinity has 

led to the idea that masculinity has 

been historically depicted as complementary in 

varying degrees of male ‘couples’ in fiction in 
myth.

As Achilles is to Patroclus so Ralph is 

to Jack in Lord of the Flies. This trend 

could be extrapolated to Eric and Frank’s 

relationship. They are characters who 

complement each other’s realisations of 

masculinity, assuming the distinct personas 

of heroic normality and psychopathic 

madness. Although Frank dissociates 

himself from madness, ‘[Eric] is mad and 

I am sane’, the brothers appear almost 

equally psychologically disturbed. Schoene-

Harwood maintains that 

their insanity is shown to reflect the systematic 
perversity that is encouraged, even necessitated 
by the societal order in which they live.

This manifests itself in the text when Jamie 

realises that

The madder people. A lot of them seem to be 
leaders of countries or religions or armies. The 
real loonies.

Critic Jonathan Culler suggests that

sanity is only a particular determination of 
neurosis, a neurosis that accords with certain 
social demands.

Eric and Frank, both free from the 

patriarchal sanctions, defy the concept of 

sanity; these deviant characters address 

the issue of Scottish identity by rejecting a 

representation of the hegemonic system.

Manipulating Knowledge
Frank’s interpretation of dam-building 

can be read as a significant comment on 

the manipulative practices exercised by 

England over Scotland. He describes his 

‘metaphysical approach to dam-building’ 

when he asserts, 

I realise that you can never win against the water; 
it will always triumph in the end, seeping and 
soaking and building up and undermining and 
overflowing.

In the novel Frank is confined by the 

way that his father reveals, conceals and 

disseminates information. 

For years I believed Pathos was one of the three 
musketeers, Fellatio was a character in Hamlet, 
Vitreous was a town in China, and that the Irish 
peasants had to tread the peat to make Guinness.

Whilst this misuse of information may seem 

petty or harmless, Angus becomes the final 

arbiter of knowledge, as Frank reminds us. 

To go against the authority of his father is to 

face up to the consequences. 

When I was a child I once went round the house 
tearing all the stickers off: I was belted and sent 
to bed for two days.
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As a teenager, Frank believes himself to be 

in control and to have broken free from 

his father’s ‘little bits of bogus power’. 

However, he is critically unaware of the 

full extent of his father’s manipulation and 

how, with hindsight, he ‘was the fool all 

along’. Banks expertly employs Freud’s 

psychoanalytical theories about the child’s 

inevitable submission to patriarchal law, 

allowing himself to confront the issue of 

Scottish identity.

Banks adopts a 
confrontational 
attitude towards 
the issue of Scottish 
identity

Breaking Down Barriers
The eventual collapse of Frank’s masculinity 

as well as the patriarchal order he has 

been subjected to is, as Schoene-Harwood 

assesses, 

not apocalyptic but epiphanic, deconstructive 
rather than purely annihilative.

It is only in the revelation of Frank’s true 

identity that authenticity and truth are 

released, and Frank stops thinking of herself 

as disabled and physically inadequate. Frank 

rationalises,

Having no purpose in life or procreation, I 
invested all my worth in that grim opposite

but now ‘according to Dad’, he is ‘a normal 

female, capable of intercourse and giving 

birth.’ Chapter 12 is presented as a kind of 

liberating rebirth or regeneration found in 

the release of knowledge. Banks’ newest 

character is not introduced as a monster 

but rather as a maternal figure and her 

brother’s sister, ‘he shifted, put his curly 

head on my lap, closed his eyes and went to 

sleep.’ In doing so, Banks undermines the 

image of women as the enemy and signals 

the correction of distinctions between the 

binary oppositions established in the novel; 

masculinity versus femininity, madness and 

sanity. This signals unity between gender 

relations in mutual affection. Banks deals 

with these issues of Scottish postmodernity 

by presenting the apparent catastrophe as a 

revelatory homecoming. 

The Wasp Factory is fraught with the 

tensions between the norm and difference, 

centre and margin, order versus its 

subversive regeneration. These tensions are 

innovatively incorporated into the canon 

of Scottish literature by Banks. Frank – as a 

representation of the Scottish male – rejects 

submission to the fraudulent old order and 

becomes reborn through the process of re-

identification and independence from the 

oppression of his father’s dominance. Banks’ 

work becomes an analogy for Scotland’s 

struggle for national identity which 

complicates the traditional conception of the 

relationship between Scotland and England. 

Isabel Houston is an A Level student at Glenalmond
College, Perthshire, Scotland and is hoping to study
English at university.
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Joy and grief are among our earliest 

experiences; yet they remain deep 

mysteries. What is happiness? And how can 

we attain it? These questions taxed ancient 

philosophers and are still being pursued 

by academics in ‘happiness studies’ today. 

Writings on sadness similarly take us from 

the sages of antiquity through to modern 

psychiatry, biochemistry, counselling and 

the self-help industry.

The Contribution of Literature
What has been the contribution of 

literature to this examination of humanity’s 

emotional life? With one stupendous 

exception (Burton’s Anatomy, see below), 

English literature, at least, has not generally 

provided systematic explanations of our 

feelings. Instead, literature – like the other 

arts – can do chiefly two things. First, it can 

itself cause feelings of pleasure and pain 

in the reader: this is its affective quality, 

the remarkable capacity of a text to work 

on our feelings, and make us experience 

the sense of joy in spring or the suffering 

of the bereaved or love-stricken. Secondly, 

literature can represent states of joy and 

sadness, through lyrical evocation and 

narratives. It can articulate states of feeling 

more finely and clearly than we could 

ourselves, and in so doing provide models 

of them. That is to say, art can show us how 

to be sad or happy, how to behave when we 

are in those states of mind.

This may sound like an odd claim. Why 

should we need to be shown how to act 

when we are happy or sad? Surely we know 

without being told? Yet, more than we may 

care to admit, we humans are imitative 

creatures. If we celebrate a good moment in 

our lives with a bit of hard partying, is that 

because it is our natural urge, or – at least in 

part – because we are imitating a model our 

culture puts before us?

Hamlet
Thinking of sadness – the subject of this 

article – what are the models which come 

to mind? In literary terms, one of the first 

must be Hamlet. The DVD cover image 

of Laurence Olivier looking pensive and 

withdrawn with Yorick’s skull in his hand 

is an icon of the dejected cast of mind. In 

an Old Vic production I saw starring Ben 

Whishaw, the character updated easily to 

the image of the morose modern student. 

Certainly Hamlet’s situation is a handy 

checklist of causes of sadness: he has lost 

his father (bereavement), has anguished 

relations with Ophelia (love-sickness), and 

has missed out on becoming Denmark’s 

king (loss of power, briefly referred to when 

he says that Claudius ‘Popped in between 

th’election and my hopes’ Act 5 Scene 2 

l.66). Add to this his knowledge that his 

uncle has killed his father and married his 

mother and it is no surprise that Hamlet 

exhibits symptoms that we are familiar with 

today: he has lost his enjoyment of most 

things (‘I have of late ... lost all my mirth’ 

Act 2 Scene 2 l.295), has suicidal thoughts 

and a nihilistic perception that the world is 

sick and empty of value:

   O God, O God,
How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable
Seem to me all the uses of this world! 
Fie on’t, ah fie, fie! ‘Tis an unweeded garden
That grows to seed. 

Act 1 Scene 2 l.132-136

Hamlet’s sadness goes beyond himself. To an 

extent, he embodies currents of the period 

around 1600. The deep sense of rottenness 

he feels around him has a parallel with 

the Protestant obsession with Original 

Sin. Hamlet’s world that grows to seed is 

heavy with a sin that cannot be paid for, 

since the Reformation saw the rejection of 

the Catholic practice of expiation through 

penance and confession. The theme of 

courtly corruption, and the sense that 

the world was rapidly getting worse and 

falling from an ancient ideal, are common 

in Elizabethan and Jacobean literature 

(see, for example, John Donne’s ‘The First 

Anniversarie’). Interestingly, Hamlet is a 

close contemporary of Don Quixote, the 

Spanish knight of Cervantes’ great novel 

(1605), whose mind is turned by reading 

books of chivalric heroism and who 

transforms the world in his imagination 

back into this fictional ideal: dingy taverns 

become castles, and a local peasant girl 

In Praise of 

Melancholy
Literature and Emotion

Malcolm Hebron traces the theme of melancholy in literature from classical 
theory to Radiohead, via Hamlet, Chaucer and Edgar Allan Poe.
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becomes the Don’s beloved Dulcinea. The 

world as it is – fallen and corrupt – and 

the world as it might once have been 

– a stage for virtue and heroism – are 

juxtaposed. And the mindset of someone 

who contemplates this is inevitably one of 

disaffection and deep sadness, to the point 

of madness – or, as contemporaries would 

have called it, melancholy.

The History of Melancholy
Hamlet’s melancholy is a late example of 

humoural theory, an ancient account of 

human nature. According to the Greek 

doctor Hippocrates (born fifth century BC) 

the human body is composed of four basic 

fluids, or ‘humours’: blood, phlegm, yellow 

bile and black bile. These make up the 

‘complexion’ of a person. Ideally they are 

all in equilibrium, but commonly one may 

predominate, and the dominant humour 

will affect personality: thus, a dominance 

of blood will lead to a ‘sanguine’ person, 

optimistic in attitude. Hence we get the 

description of Chaucer’s Franklin: ‘Of his 

complexioun he was sangwyn’. Melancholy 

is the result of a predominance of the heavy 

humour, black bile. In fact, ‘melancholy’ 

derives from Greek words meaning 

black-bile. According to humoural theory, 

melancholy can occur naturally, through 

the black bile all bodies have. It can also 

come from the corruption, or burning, of 

the other humours. A melancholy person 

is likely to be sad, pensive, and indisposed 

to go along with orthodoxy. Like Hamlet in 

fact, or Jaques in As You Like It. 

Witches and the Devil
Melancholy was from ancient times, then, 

regarded as an illness, only partially under 

the control of the sufferer: we might 

compare it to clinical depression today. This 

helps to explain Hamlet’s fear that the Devil,

Out of my weakness and my melancholy –
As he is very potent with such spirits –
Abuses me to damn me. 

Act 2 Scene 2 l.638

The idea here is that melancholy weakens 

the constitution, leaving it vulnerable to 

exploitation by the devil. There was much 

debate on this point around the topic of 

witchcraft. During the horrific persecution 

of ‘witches’ in the Renaissance period, some 

writers (such as the Dutch physician Johann 

Weyer) argued that witches were women 

rendered weak by melancholy and hence 

open to diabolical manipulation. They could 

therefore not be blamed for their behaviour. 

Others maintained that witchcraft was 

an act of choice. Thus examinations of 

melancholy involved considerations of the 

issue of free will. We have here an early 

form of a continuing debate, relevant to 

courts today: how far is what we do a 

result of our own choice, and how far is it 

determined by other causes, including our 

own bodies (and their genetic inheritance)?
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Humoural Theory and 
Cosmology
In classical theory, the four humours 

are linked to other groups of four: they 

correspond to the four elements, the 

four seasons, and the four ages of man. 

Each humour also has its planet, which 

influences it. In the case of melancholy, the 

associated planet is Saturn. Saturn was the 

Roman name for the ancient Greek Kronos, 

ruler of the Titans who was overthrown 

by his son Zeus and imprisoned in a deep 

dark cavern (a melancholy person is 

‘saturnine’). Kronos sounds like the god 

of Time, Chronos, and hence melancholy 

was associated with autumn, age, and the 

passing of time. Thus the humours were 

part of a remarkable cosmology, in which 

mind was closely linked to body, and 

beyond, to the structure and cycles of the 

world and the universe. It is a holistic, or 

‘whole’ picture, which as a result of modern 

science, has largely broken down in the 

West, though it is a more active idea in 

oriental culture. In our own cultural history, 

humoural theory and related cosmology 

generated a powerful set of images and 

metaphors. For example, when Macbeth 

says he is ‘fallen into the sere and yellow 

leaf’ he uses autumnal imagery (the season 

of melancholy) to express his despair. The 

imagery survives the theory that originally 

explained it – Edgar Allan Poe gives us the 

same picture to create a melancholy setting 

in his poem ‘Ulalume’ (1847):

The skies they were ashen and sober;
The leaves they were crisped and sere – 
The leaves they were withering and sere;
It was night in the lonesome October
Of my most immemorial year. 

The Anatomy of Melancholy
The fullest account of the humoural theory 

in the Renaissance is found in a book 

called The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) by 

the Oxford scholar Robert Burton (1577-

1640). This treatise kept growing, like a 

cathedral, through successive editions. It 

looks at the subject from every conceivable 

angle: philosophical, medical, practical, 

literary. It seems likely that the reclusive 

Burton himself suffered from melancholy 

and wrote obsessively about it partly as 

his own occupational therapy; reading 

about it may also afford some aid to the 

melancholy reader. A thousand pages of 

Renaissance prose, about a third made up 

of Latin quotes, it is a fair bet that Burton’s 

Anatomy will never be a set text for A Level 

or an undergraduate course. But I would 

recommend reading portions of it from 

time to time. The introductory ‘Democritus 

Junior to the Reader’ covers a stupendous 

range of Renaissance themes, all delivered 

in a hectic vibrant voice. You can feel 

Burton at the other side of the table from 

you, stabbing the air as he warms to his 

lifelong topic. Read it with music like John 

Dowland’s Lachrimae (Tears) on, and your 

time travel to early modern thinking is 

more or less complete. 

The cults 
surrounding tragic 
figures like Sylvia 
Plath would have 
made sense to 
our Renaissance 
forebears

The Melancholy Genius
Shakespeare, Cervantes and Burton all 

pick up on an idea mentioned by Aristotle 

and given particular currency by the 

Italian humanist philosopher Marsilio 

Ficino (1433-99). This is the notion that 

the melancholy humour is particularly 

associated with creative genius. In Dürer’s 

engraving Melencolia, Melancholy is 

depicted as a winged figure, weighed 

down by heaviness and inertia, but at 

the same time with eyes ablaze and the 

mathematical instruments which will be 
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the means to great creativity. This is part 

of the ‘model’ which remains today: do we 

not still associate sad writing and music 

with something ‘deep’, and believe that 

the magnificent miserabilism of a band 

like Radiohead leads to more profound 

insights than something happier and 

poppier? The cults surrounding tragic 

figures like Ian Curtis, Sylvia Plath and 

Kurt Cobain would have made sense to our 

Renaissance forebears. Gothic immersion 

in Hamlet’s ‘nighted colour’ follows the 

Renaissance idea that melancholy brings its 

own particular sweetness and satisfaction. 

What could be more ‘goth’ or emo than 

the poem ‘Melancholy’ by Shakespeare’s 

contemporary John Fletcher (1579-1625)?

Hence, all you vain delights,
As short as are the nights,
Wherein you spend your folly:
There’s nought in this life sweet 
If man were wise to see’t,
But only melancholy,
O sweetest melancholy!
Welcome, folded arms, and fixèd eyes,
A sigh that piercing mortifies,
A look that’s fasten’d to the ground,

A tongue chain’d up without a sound!
Fountain heads and pathless groves,
Places which pale passion loves!
Moonlight walks, when all the fowls
Are warmly housed save bats and owls!
A midnight bell, a parting groan!
These are the sounds we feed upon;
Then stretch our bones in a still gloomy valley;
Nothing’s so dainty sweet as lovely melancholy.

Then and Now
In one way, then, the context of 

Renaissance melancholy takes us back 

to ancient Greek medicine, and ways of 

considering mind and body that are quite 

alien to us. At the same time, we can see 

our own ideas, our ‘model’ of sadness 

taking shape. Therapists today have seen 

parallels to their work in Burton: where 

neurologists worry about modern brains 

overloading from the internet, Burton was 

wary of the dangers of ‘overmuch reading’. 

Like any GP, Burton recommends sleep and 

diet. And like any worried parent, Hamlet’s 

mother Gertrude hopes that his friends, 

and the travelling players, will take him out 

of himself. Burton begins his mighty book 

with verses, where the refrain alternates 

between ‘Naught so sweet as melancholy’ 

and ‘Naught so sad as melancholy’. These 

lines catch Hamlet’s shifts from gloomy 

inertia to manic activity, and read like an 

early description of bipolar disorder. Today 

our states of feeling are attributed partly 

to chemicals called neurotransmitters, 

imbalances of which can be compensated 

for by antidepressants. This discovery of 

vital fluids is not so far from humoural 

theory, perhaps. Sometimes, the more we 

look at the past, the closer it comes to us. 

Malcolm Hebron teaches at Winchester School.

Further Reading
This website devoted to Hamlet has a 

section on Melancholy: http://elsinore.

ucsc.edu/ while BBC Radio 4’s In Our 

Time has an excellent programme on 

The Anatomy of Melancholy. There is 

also a stimulating podcast ‘Anatomy of 

Melancholy: Stan’s Cafe’ on iTunes. 
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What does thought sound like? What is 

the language of the mind? And what might 

this look and sound like on the page? Such 

questions, which seek to explore the nature 

of the relationship between language and 

consciousness, preoccupied many novelists 

in the first half of the twentieth century. 

For modernist writers such as James Joyce, 

Virginia Woolf, Dorothy Richardson and 

others, the possibility of imaginatively 

transcribing the grammar and syntax of 

thought and of depicting, in fiction, the 

mind in the act of thinking provoked 

radical developments in narrative form and 

technique and led to what we now call 

‘stream of consciousness’. 

Origins – James, Bergson, 
Freud and Woolf
The great modernist novelists were 

following a course many academic 

psychologists had begun to pursue at the 

end of the nineteenth century as they 

explored and questioned how the mind 

worked. Indeed, William James, brother 

of the novelist Henry, was the first to use 

the term stream of consciousness in his 

1890 study The Principles of Psychology. He 

described how thought 

is nothing jointed; it flows. A ‘river’ or a ‘stream’ 
are the metaphors by which it is most naturally 
described … Let us call it the stream of thought, 
of consciousness.

In France, the philosopher Henri Bergson 

suggested that thinking functions outside 

time in a kind of suspended chronology 

and according to a different timescale 

from the reality outside it. We cannot, he 

argued, measure the mind’s processes in 

minutes or seconds: time drifts and flows 

and it is the intensity of experience that 

constitutes the nature of thought, what he 

termed ‘duration’. Most famously, Sigmund 

Freud was to claim that the act of thinking 

is never entirely under our control: it is 

largely shaped by the unconscious, the 

mass of hidden impulses, memories and 

associations that lurk beneath the surface of 

our awareness. Many modernist novelists 

creatively sought to capture the streaming, 

random, arbitrary spill of consciousness and 

to depict what Woolf called in her essay 

‘Modern Fiction’ (1919) ‘the ordinary mind 

on an ordinary day’. 

Woolf’s essay captures beautifully, in all 

its contradictory strangeness, the ever-

changing, constantly shifting flux of 

thought. She writes:

The mind receives a myriad of impressions—
trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the 
sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an 
incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and as 
they fall, as they shape themselves into the life of 
Monday or Tuesday.

But how are we to recognise the stream 

Stream of consciousness
Nick Phillips compares how James Joyce and Virginia Woolf attempted in 
the pages of Ulysses and Mrs Dalloway to capture the way we think.
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of consciousness in terms of literary and 

narrative style? Is it possible to identify 

the characteristic features of the stream 

of consciousness technique in terms of 

things such as grammar, sentence structure, 

vocabulary and rhythm? To a significant 

extent it is. However, it is also crucial to 

recognise that such writing takes many 

forms; Woolf’s use of the form differs 

radically from Joyce’s, for example.

Ulysses
In order to establish and describe some of 

these different techniques and to explore 

the effects they create, let us look at two 

passages, one from Joyce’s novel Ulysses 

(1922) and the second from Woolf’s Mrs 

Dalloway (1925). In this first extract from 

Joyce, one of the heroes, Leopold Bloom, 

is standing in a Dublin butchers, hoping to 

buy a kidney for his breakfast: 

A kidney oozed bloodgouts on the 
willowpatterned dish: the last. He stood by the 
nextdoor girl at the counter. Would she buy it too, 
calling the items from a slip in her hand. Chapped: 
washing soda. And a pound and a half of Denny’s 
sausages. His eyes rested on her vigorous hips. 
Woods his name is. Wonder what he does. Wife 
is oldish. New blood. No followers allowed. 
Strong paid of arms. Whacking a carpet on the 
clothesline. She does whack is, by George. The 
way her crooked skirt swings at each whack. 

Key Features
In terms of grammar, syntax and diction, 

there are several features that mark this 

passage out as characteristic of Joyce’s use 

of the stream of consciousness technique: 

we might call these contraction, inversion 

and association. Contraction involves 

the omission of grammatical elements 

we would normally expect to find in a 

sentence. For example, we might expect 

to read in the fourth sentence, ‘She has 

chapped hands, caused by using washing 

soda.’ In each case the verb phrases are 

left out, creating a telegraphic effect which 

enhances the sense of Bloom’s thoughts 

occurring spontaneously within the private 

space of his consciousness. Omitted too are 

the traditional reporting clauses we expect 

to find in a third-person narrative, such as 

‘he thought’ or ‘thought Bloom’. Notice also 

Joyce’s blending of ‘willow’ and ‘patterned’ 

and the omission of conventional 

punctuation, such as the missing question 

mark after, ‘Would she buy it too’. Later in 

the passage such omissions are extended 

further. For example, in the section ‘Wife is 

oldish. New blood. No followers allowed.’ 

the first sentence lacks a pronoun (his), 

whilst the second sentence seems only a 

fragment or scrap of a larger thought and 

lacks any verb or pronoun that might give 

it a referent. Bloom is possibly thinking that 

his neighbour’s wife has taken a younger 

husband in order to satisfy her physical 

appetites.

Such omissions create the impression of 

a private language and discourse which is 

only partly transparent to the reader. It also 

enhances our sense of Bloom’s thoughts as 

part of a rapid, loosely connected sequence. 

Elsewhere, Joyce reverses (or inverts) 

the expected word order of phrases, such 

as ‘Woods his name is’. We might expect 

‘His name is Woods’ but this sounds 

less colloquial, less conversational, less 

Irish, and therefore less convincingly and 

Stream of consciousness
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authentically part of Bloom’s inner voice. 

This sense of a distinctive individual voice 

can be heard to in the exclamation ‘by 

George’. Interestingly, at one point the voice 

of the girl herself seems to blend almost 

indistinguishably with Bloom’s own. Does 

he repeat her words ‘And half a pound 

of Denny’s sausages’, or is this part of his 

observations? 

The final element is association. By this 

we mean the way in which the different 

elements of Bloom’s thought drift and 

arrange themselves: at first they seem 

random, even chaotic, but closer inspection 

does reveal connections suggestive of a 

kind of strange unconscious logic. The 

‘bloodgouts on the willowpatterned dish’ 

at the start of the passage becomes the 

‘new blood’ of his neighbours’ marriage. 

There is also the bizarre way in which 

Bloom’s eyeing of the meat in the butcher’s 

tray at the beginning of the passage later 

transforms into his vaguely erotic musings 

as he imagines the girl’s strong arms 

‘whacking the carpet’. 

Joyce is vividly and subtly creating Bloom’s 

own unique voice but also something of 

the buried life of his unconscious. As a 

result of Joyce’s associative technique, his 

language often fluctuates between different 

tenses, blending past, present and future 

in a moment of timeless duration, so that 

the passage begins in the past tense before 

ending in the present as we overhear 

Bloom’s inner monologue.

Modernism Meets Realism – 
Mrs Dalloway
Although the term stream of consciousness 

is often appended to Woolf’s writing, her 

interior monologues tend to retain many of 

the features we recognise from traditional, 

realist prose. This can be seen in a passage 

such as the following from Mrs Dalloway, 

where Clarissa Dalloway crosses a busy 

London Street:

She stiffened a little on the kerb, waiting for 
Durtnall’s van to pass. A charming woman, 
Scrope Purvis thought her (knowing her as one 
does know people who live next door to one in 
Westminster); a touch of the bird about her, of the 
jay, blue-green, light, vivacious, though she was 
over fifty, and grown very white since her illness. 
There she perched, never seeing him, waiting to 
cross, very upright. 
For having lived in Westminster – how many 
years now? over twenty, – one feels even in the 
midst of the traffic, or waking at night, Clarissa 
was positive, a particular hush, or solemnity; an 
indescribable pause; a suspense (but that might 
be her heart, affected, they said, by influenza) 
before Big Ben strikes. There! Out it boomed. First 
a warning, musical; then the hour, irrevocable. 
The leaden circles dissolved in the air. Such fools 
we are, she thought, crossing Victoria Street. 

The first paragraph presents Mrs 

Dalloway from the perspective of another 

character, Scrope Purvis, who fleetingly 

sees Clarissa about to cross the road. The 

second relocates the narration within 

Mrs Dalloway’s consciousness. However, 

in contrast to Joyce, clauses such as ‘she 

thought’ in the last sentence register the 

existence of a narrator outside Clarissa’s 

own mind, the thinking consciousness being 

depicted. Also, unlike Joyce, Woolf tends 

to use the past tense when using interior 

monologue; this distances the mental 

activity depicted in terms of time, suggesting 

that it has already been completed, while in 

Joyce it seems to exist in a kind of eternal 

present and the verbs often seem to float 

free of tense. Notice however the sudden 

sense of spontaneity created by the phrases 

‘how many years now?’ and ‘There!’ 

Another feature of Woolf’s writing is the 

profusion of metaphor and simile. In this 

extract there is the imagery of Clarissa as a 

bird and later the descriptions of the notes 

rung out by Big Ben like a ‘warning’ and 

finally the depiction of the ‘leaden circles’ 

as the clock’s notes begin to fade. The 

grammar used by Woolf also seems closer 

to that of conventional prose: there is less 

ellipsis and omission – conjunctions, definite 

articles and pronouns are usually present, 

whereas in Joyce they tend to evaporate as 

he takes us inside his protagonist’s thoughts. 

One can imagine Joyce rendering the 

sentence ‘The leaden circles dissolved in air’ 

as ‘Leaden circles dissolved in air’ or even 

‘Leaden circles dissolve in air’. 

And yet despite these differences, Woolf’s 

interior monologues retain a distinct 

and individual sense of the minds from 

which they emanate, as well as a sense of 

minute particularity which captures the 

kaleidoscopic flux of thought. We are given 

the sense of profusion, of many ideas and 

feelings pulsing and pushing to the surface 

of consciousness. As in Joyce, this form of 

narration reflects the increasingly complex 

and subtle understandings of human 

psychology as they developed at the start of 

the twentieth century.

Nick Phillips is Second in Department at The Royal

Grammar School, Worcester.
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‘I’ll give it you!’ he cried and flung himself, 
vigorously, violently down on to Mrs Filmer’s area 
railings.

These are the words Virginia Woolf uses to 

describe the suicide of Septimus Warren 

Smith in her novel Mrs Dalloway (1925). 

However, in the only introduction Woolf 

wrote to any of her novels, she admits 

that she had originally planned for Mrs 

Dalloway herself to be the one who died. 

This is one of the many reasons why Elaine 

Showalter is able to conclude that Septimus 

in fact ‘serves as Clarissa’s double’, although 

it might be argued that her analysis restricts 

the significance of Septimus’ character in a 

way that is detrimental to our appreciation 

of the novel. 

Parallel Lines
On Wednesday 13th June 1923, Woolf 

traces the seemingly very different lives 

of the characters Clarissa Dalloway and 

Septimus Warren Smith. Although the two 

never meet, their lives become intertwined 

and their journeys become parallel through 

both the common events they experience 

during the day, and the relentless hourly 

chimes of Big Ben that they both hear from 

different parts of London. More than this, 

however, it is Woolf’s characterisation of 

Septimus that leads him to be thought of as 

‘Clarissa’s double’. 

Cubist Imagery
Woolf gives us a clear physiognomical 

grounding on which to base the link 

between the two characters when she 

uses the symbolism of birds to describe the 

appearance of each of them in turn. In the 

opening of the novel when Clarissa goes out 

to buy flowers, Woolf exploits free indirect 

discourse and has Clarissa’s neighbour 

build up a cubist image of her character 

– fractured pieces jigsawed together, seen 

from different angles; he describes her as 

having ‘a touch of the bird about her’. 

Septimus similarly is described as ‘beak-

nosed’. The imagery of birds is something 

Woolf uses recurrently throughout her 

novel. Perhaps it is especially present in 

her descriptions of Septimus and Clarissa 

because of the way they each feel they are 

caged like a bird within their lives. 

Woolf usually depicts her female characters 

as birds, so the fact that she chooses to 

portray Septimus in the same way places 

more emphasis on the feminine qualities 

of his character. Ironically, Septimus went 

to war in order to ‘develop manliness’, 

and returned having mastered the male 

art of repressing his feelings. However, the 

experience of war in fact emasculated him. 

He fears he cannot feel when actually his 

illness has meant his emotional capacity 

has been exploded rather than become 

nonexistent. He is, more often than not, 

hysterical because of his internal world, 

which is a trait commonly associated with 

women. (The word ‘hysteria’ derives from 

the Ancient Greek ‘hysterikos’ or ‘womb’. 

There was a Greek notion that hysteria 

was peculiar to women and caused by 

disturbances of the uterus.) Septimus cries 

in front of Rezia, which frightens her: 

the most dreadful thing of all, to see a man like 
Septimus, who had fought, who was brave, 
crying.

Rezia does not see how it was Septimus’ 

bravery in the war that leads ‘the tears 

[to] run down his cheeks’. In contrast with 

Septimus, some of Clarissa’s qualities seem 

masculine; she is independent and described 

as ‘pointed; dart-like; definite’. These words 

sound almost weapon-like and it is true that 

her hard exterior and iciness have inflicted 

pain – on Peter. Woolf writes in A Room of 

One’s Own that 

one must be woman-manly or man-womanly… 
some marriage of opposites has to be 
accomplished.

She in essence has achieved this through 

Septimus and Clarissa, who might be seen 

as complements rather than doubles. While 

this interpretation would rebut the ‘double’ 

theory, some readers might argue that, 

Mrs Dalloway
class, gender and 

mental illness

A Level student, Lauren Barr, examines the idea that Septimus serves as 
Clarissa’s double, looking at how this duality is used as a critique of society.
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in fact, rather than Clarissa’s masculine 

qualities balancing Septimus’ feminine ones, 

both have very feminine personalities – an 

argument in favour of Showalter’s ‘doubles’ 

interpretation. 

There are also allusions to both characters 

having played with homosexuality. Clarissa 

describes her kiss with Sally Seton as ‘the 

most exquisite moment of her whole life’; 

some critics interpret Septimus’ affectionate 

relationship with Evans as a trench-

bound romance of comrades in arms and 

some argue that Septimus is a repressed 

homosexual whose madness is caused by 

sexual guilt. However, this disregards the 

feelings he has for Miss Isabel Pole before 

the war. Although it could have played 

a part, it would be difficult to argue that 

Septimus’ ‘madness’ stems entirely from 

any struggle with his sexual orientation. 

Septimus and 
Clarissa might be 
seen as complements 
rather than doubles

Sanity and Insanity
Woolf notes in her diary that in Mrs 

Dalloway she wanted to show ‘the world 

seen by the sane and the insane’. It could be 

argued that she does this through Clarissa 

and Septimus, by having them each, as 

Garey Carey remarks, as ‘side[s] of the 

coin in this study of sanity and insanity’. 

This proposition is evidenced by their 

joint experience of watching the motorcar 

backfire and the aeroplane advertise toffee. 

Clarissa is startled by what she hears as 

a gunshot, but soon comes to realise it 

is simply a car, whereas from Septimus’ 

perspective the events manifest themselves 

quite differently due to the effect of shell 

shock or what Showalter suggests is 

schizophrenia. The gunshot takes him back 

to his experiences in the war: 

this gradual drawing together of everything to 
one centre before his eyes, as if some horror had 
come almost to the surface and was about to 
burst into flames, terrified him.

The paranoia that comes from his mental 

illness convinces him that he is ‘blocking 

the way’ of the car and is there ‘for a 

purpose’ – he sees himself as a messiah, 

‘the Lord who had come to renew society’. 

His own sense of identity is muddled and 

as readers we are given several alternative 

pictures of him that Woolf then brings 

together to form his character. 

Woolf’s battle with her own mental 

health and much of her frustration with 

misdiagnosis and uncomprehending 

medical professionals is communicated in 

Mrs Dalloway. In his essay on the novel, 

Valentine Cunningham quotes Woolf as 

saying, 

You can’t think what raging furnace it is still to me 
… madness and doctors and being forced.

She writes with unrestrained rage about 

the doctors in the novel and Septimus’ fear 

of ‘their power’, for it is the prospect of 

Holmes coming up the staircase that brings 

Septimus to his death. Woolf repeatedly 

describes Holmes (or the doctors combined) 

as a ‘brute with red nostrils’. To Septimus 

they represent the worst of ‘humankind’.

Identity Crisis
Clarissa similarly struggles with her identity:

she had the oddest sense of being herself 
invisible…not even Clarissa any more; this being 
Mrs Richard Dalloway.

In contrast with Septimus’ feeling of 

supremacy, she feels a lack of it. She wants 

individuality and fearing she would lose it 

to Peter Walsh, she opts to marry a socially 

acceptable member of the ruling class, only 

to be subsumed as her husband’s wife. 

Her fear of oppression mirrors the way 

Septimus feels about Holmes and Bradshaw. 

Clarissa also battles between her internal 

self, ‘herself’, with her ‘faults, jealousies, 

vanities, suspicions’ and the external 

Clarissa Dalloway, ‘her self’, ‘the woman 

who was that very night to give a party’. 

It is the internal struggle of each character 

that makes them both feel so alone. 

Septimus is unable to relate to the real 

world; instead he lives in a world that exists 

for him alone and his confused identity is 

kept entirely to himself. Clarissa’s search 

for independence leads her to marry a man 

who feels it best she sleep alone.

Death – Fear and Relief
Woolf uses a literary echo from 

Shakespeare’s Cymbeline to trigger 

reflections upon death in the minds of 

Septimus and Clarissa. The quotation first 

appears when Clarissa spots it in a shop 

window on Bond Street – ‘Fear no more the 

heat o’ the sun’. This funeral dirge conveys 

the feelings of relief that death can bring 

after having to struggle through a difficult 

life. It is particularly poignant for the post-

World War 1 society in which Mrs Dalloway 

is set. It idealises death as something that 

should not be feared, but ends the struggle 

of life – for many of the soldiers the battle in 

which they would have been fighting would 

have caused such great torment that dying, 

as so many did, probably would have come 

as a release. 

Clarissa’s mind is constantly tormented 

by the fact that at some point ‘she must 

inevitably cease completely’; she has 

experienced the death of her family 

members in the war and the chimes of 

Big Ben have become a constant reminder 

of her own ephemeral life. But Clarissa’s 

outlook on life is positive and her love 

for ‘life; London; this moment in June’ 

overrides, in the words of Freud, her 

‘Death instinct’. Septimus, by contrast, has 

seen the horrors of the war – he almost 

cannot forgive the world for its dark side. 

Isabel Gamble argues in her essay ‘Clarissa 
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Dalloway’s ‘Double’’, that ‘Septimus has 

recognised certain necessities evaded by 

Clarissa, or perhaps never encountered by 

her’. This rebuts Showalter’s criticism and 

divides Clarissa and Septimus. Although 

Clarissa has lost people in the war, she has 

not experienced it as Septimus has. ‘The 

War was over’, she thinks as she goes to 

buy flowers. She is blissfully ignorant of 

the agony Septimus and others are still 

undergoing. Showalter also remarks that 

‘the war seems to have left the governing 

classes curiously untouched’. If we abstract 

the gender differences, one could argue that 

the difference in class between Septimus 

and Clarissa prevents them from being 

cast as ‘double[s]’ – Septimus, because of 

his class, has experienced true horror and 

suffering, whereas Clarissa has no real 

justification for despair. This is why Woolf 

chose to have Septimus die instead of 

Clarissa.

‘Millions of Young Men’
The method Septimus chooses to enact 

his suicide is itself symbolic of the true 

cause of his death. The ‘area railings’ stick 

sharply out of the ground like the bayonets 

on the barrels of the enemies’ gun. These 

bayonets were used in trench warfare and 

close combat and Septimus would almost 

certainly have used one at some point 

during his service. This imagery shows 

how although ‘the last shells had missed’ 

Septimus, the war and its lasting effects 

upon him were in any case what eventually 

prompted his suicide. Woolf also uses this 

to give him an Everyman-like role in the 

novel – and by his suicide ‘London ha[d] 

swallowed up’ yet another of the ‘millions 

of young men called Smith’. This idea 

that Woolf uses Septimus to represent the 

millions consumed by the war challenges 

the more limited role Showalter claims he 

plays. 

A Poet’s Novel
The lines from Cymbeline relate to the 

natural imagery Woolf uses when she 

writes Septimus and Clarissa’s free indirect 

discourse. ‘The heat o’ sun nor the furious 

winter rages’ are both elemental references. 

Woolf also uses the imagery of water in 

their discourse. When Septimus is sitting in 

Regent’s Park, he has visions of himself

like a drowned sailor on a rock. I leant over the 
edge of the boat and fell down, he thought. I 
went under the sea…to the shores of life, so 
he felt himself drawing towards life, the sun 
growing hotter, cries sounding louder, something 
tremendous about to happen.

The image of the ‘drowned sailor’ could 

represent Septimus’ feeling of lack of 

control, and the water swallowing him. 

The water imagery and this feeling of 

apprehension is mirrored in the opening in 

Clarissa’s memory: 

like the flap of a wave; the kiss of a wave; chill 
and sharp and yet (for a girl of eighteen as she 
then was) solemn, feeling as she did, standing 
there at the open window, that something awful 
was about to happen.

The way Woolf writes the narrative here 

reflects the ‘wave’ as Clarissa is ‘plunge[d]’ 

into a memory. The thoughts of both 

characters are also very wave-like: a 

thought will show, reach an intense peak, 

and then fade into another. However, while 

Clarissa’s waves of thought progress one to 

another logically, Septimus’ seem confused 

with nonsensical links. This is another 

technique Woolf uses to contrast ‘the sane 

and the insane’. The style of writing for 

both Clarissa and Septimus, as illustrated 

by these extracts, is poetic. Before the war 

Septimus was a poet and Peter alludes to 

Clarissa writing poetry in her youth – the 

reason their discourse is so elaborate. Carol 

Ann Duffy describes Mrs Dalloway as ‘a 

poet’s novel’ because of Woolf’s 

lyric intensity that allows her, and us the readers, 
to stand inside the lived moment.

In her novel, Woolf has almost bestowed 

this ‘intensity’ upon Clarissa and Septimus, 

allowing their discourse to reflect her own 

‘sensitivity’ to the natural world. 

Clarissa’s Epiphany
When Clarissa hears that ‘a young man had 

killed himself’ at her party, the link between 

Septimus and herself seems to be brought 

to a conclusion. Woolf in fact has more 

description of Septimus’ death from within 

Clarissa’s discourse as she stands alone in 

‘the little room’ away from the party: 

always her body went through it…her dress 
flamed, her body burnt…blundering, bruising 
went the rusty spikes.

This description of his suicide is vividly 

accurate, despite Clarissa having never been 

told any detail of his death, and having 

never even met Septimus. It seems that 

by Clarissa experiencing Septimus’ pain, 

she comes to feel that his suicide is ‘her 

punishment’. Bonnie Kime Scott states that 

Septimus’ death leads Clarissa to ‘reach for 

an understanding that goes beyond ‘the 

people she knew best’’, the people who are 

mingling around her at her party ignorantly 

as she experiences this epiphany. This again 

reminds the readers that the world of Mrs 

Dalloway is one very much revolving around 

class. Clarissa’s ‘disgrace’ is due to the 

neglect the Establishment (to which she and 

the rest of her party belongs) show to the 

lower classes. This is the void in society that 

truly separates the two characters, and leads 

them to their very different fates.

More than Just a Double
In many ways Septimus does seem to play 

the role of ‘Clarissa’s double’, but does this 

encompass his character entirely? When 

Rezia and Sir William Bradshaw turn 

back to Septimus the reader is suddenly 

confronted with a full image of him: 

the most exalted of mankind; the criminal who 
faced his judges; the victim exposed on the 
heights; the fugitive; the drowned sailor; the poet 
of the immortal ode; the Lord who had gone from 
life to death; to Septimus Warren Smith.

From this we can see how Showalter’s 

concept of Septimus’ illness as being deeper 

could be correct, but it also shows how 

limiting it would be for him to simply 

serve as part of Clarissa – the character 

Woolf develops Septimus into stretches the 

boundaries of a ‘double’.

Lauren Barr is studying English Literature at
Graveney School, Wandsworth.
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Earlier this year a Middlesbrough teacher 

sent letters home to parents giving them 

a list of speech features they should urge 

their children to avoid. The list was made 

up of accent features (pronunciation) such 

as ‘tomorra’ and dialect features (words 

and grammar) such as ‘nowt’ and ‘I done 

that’. Media coverage of the letter resulted 

in the resurgence of an old argument 

about whether schools should ensure that 

working-class pupils are able to adopt a 

prestige speech style and avoid the use of 

local speech features like these. If they are 

unable to adopt such prestige features, the 

argument goes, people may discriminate 

against them, especially in formal situations 

such as job interviews. 

Many linguists would argue that it is not 

only unfair to make such discriminatory 

evaluative judgments against individuals 

but also that it is unwise for potential 

employers, who risk selecting inferior 

candidates by taking too much notice of 

any local or Non-standard speech features 

candidates might be using. In fact, speakers 

of local accents and dialects can be highly 

skilled in the way they use their linguistic 

resources to maintain their (often complex) 

social equilibriums and this is being 

explored in an ongoing study which focuses 

on classroom presentations. 

The Lancashire Study
In the study, adolescent pupils in three 

Lancashire schools were asked to complete 

questionnaires designed to show whether 

they were academically aspirational and 

whether they came from pro-educational 

homes. They were then recorded making 

classroom presentations. Seventy-six pupils 

at three schools completed the study. 

Around eight hundred presentations were 

assessed and three accent features analysed 

to compare the frequency of prestige 

versions of the features with the frequency 

of localised versions (that is, versions which 

have been absorbed into local accents). The 

features were: 

1. h: for example, ‘hat’ versus ‘'at’ 

2. th: for example ‘thing’ versus ‘fing’, ‘with’ 

versus ‘wiv’

3. t: for example ‘better’ versus ‘be’er’. 

The localised versions of these three features 

have been found to provoke negative 

evaluations of the speakers, though they 

aren’t necessarily used in the same way. The 

first (h-dropping) is commonly associated 

with working-class speakers of all ages 

across many parts of England; the second 

and third (technically known as th-fronting 

and t-glottaling) tend to be associated with 

teenage working-class speakers throughout 

the country, though for some people they 

are associated with ‘urban youth’ identities. 

T-glottaling, however, seems to be in the 

process of spreading to middle-class social 

groups and may eventually lose its stigma. 

‘She’s proper 
good innit’
why dialect 
discrimination 
is unwise

Shaun Austin and 
Professor Paul Kerswill 
describe a study in 
Lancashire schools 
which warns of the 
potential discrimination 
facing young people 
who use localised as 
opposed to prestige 
accent and dialect 
features.
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So whilst the localised versions of these 

features are not exclusive to communities 

in Lancashire, they have been absorbed 

into local accents and form part of a speech 

package which marks out young working-

class speakers. 

Broad Findings
The table on page 54 shows the averages for 

the top and bottom 10 pupils when ranked 

according to their scores on the aspiration 

index. One of the most striking findings is in 

regard to the social class distinctions at the 

top and bottom of this scale. Of the top 10 

pupils on the aspiration rank, eight of them 

have parents with professional occupations 

compared to none of the bottom 10. Nine 

of the top 10 pupils have parents with at 

least one university degree between them 

while in the bottom 10, the figure is four. 

Pupils in the top 10 only named broadsheet 

newspapers (like The Times or The Guardian) 

when asked which papers they got at home 

whilst the only newspapers named by the 

bottom 10 pupils were tabloids (such as The 

Sun or The Mirror).

At first glance, these figures show a 

correlation between educational aspiration 

and the use of prestige speech features: 

pupils in the top 10 used the prestige 

versions of all three features far more 

frequently than those in the bottom 10. 

Pupils in the bottom 10 were also much 

less likely to come from a home where 

a high value is placed on education, as 

shown by their lower average score on the 

home culture index. But sociologists can 

point to good reasons for these differences: 

aspirational pupils are more likely to come 

from middle-class homes where prestige 

speech features are the norm – and middle-

class pupils are more likely to benefit from 

pro-educational ‘cultural capital’, such 

as being helped with homework or being 

taken to museums and theatres. At the 

other end of the social scale, working-

class pupils typically have lower levels of 

resources that aid educational success, while 

local community and family ties can act as a 

‘brake’ on aspiration. Pupils from working-

class backgrounds are much more likely 

to feel they have no secure future to risk 

through educational failure and working-

class parents are more likely to have 

negative memories of their own school days 

and are therefore less likely to ensure that 

their children invest in their education.

Exceptions to the Rule
However, while the data presented here 

shows a broad correlation between localised 

speech features and low levels of aspiration, 

it hides the exceptions to the rule at the 

top and bottom of the aspirational scale. 

The pupil who achieved the lowest score in 

the aspiration index was Gina, at 30%. But 

Gina never dropped her h’s throughout her 

presentations; nor did Faye who was also 

in the bottom 10 with a score of 0.53 on 

the aspiration index. Albert, a pupil with a 

very poor discipline and attendance record 

who also scored 0.53, realised 86% of h’s 

whilst Barry was also in the bottom 10 but 

realised all of his th’s and had relatively 

high realisations of h and t.

More seriously, however, Josie was among 

the most aspirational of pupils, scoring 

95% on the index, but her speech pattern 

was more similar to that of the bottom 10: 

she realised 76% of her h’s, only 30% of 

her th’s and 23% of her t’s. Josie listed her 

parents’ occupations as a scaffolder and her 

home culture score of 58% was 20% below 

her group average (top-set girls), suggesting 

that she doesn’t come from a family which 

places a high value on education. But 

she works hard in class and wants to be a 

lawyer when she completes university.

Similarly, Penny was embedded in a solidly 

working-class area in a Lancashire mill 

town. She scored 93% on the aspiration 

index but maintained a range of localised 

speech features: she realised only 65% of 

her h’s, 28% of her th’s (one of the lowest 

in the study) and 39% of her t’s. Although 

her parents did not have professional 

occupations (they were a lorry driver and 

shelf stacker), she scored 80% on the home 

culture index, showing that her parents 

place a high value on education. As well 

as her heavy use of the localised accent 

features shown above, Penny’s speech was 

peppered with several other local dialect 

features: she often dropped the definite 

article (‘the’) and replaced ‘was’ with 

‘were’. But Penny was one of the most 

fluent and articulate speakers in the study 

and her presentations were original and 

thoughtful. 

Localised Speech Features 
and Authenticity
So, if Josie and Penny are intelligent and 

articulate individuals, why do they maintain 

their localised speech features when, by 

doing so, they risk provoking negative social 

evaluations? The answer seems to be to do 

with authenticity.

When a recent study suggested that the 

Beckhams had changed their accents to 

sound ‘more posh’ there was a backlash 

against them and they were accused of 

betraying their roots. But this type of 

backlash is not confined to situations where 

people are perceived to be presenting 

themselves as belonging to a higher social 

class: a similar response ensued when 

George Osborne was accused of trying 

to sound ‘less posh’ during a visit to a 

supermarket warehouse. It seems that, 

when we speak, there is an expectation 

that our speech style will fit with our 

background. If it doesn’t, we may be judged 

to be inauthentic. Seen in this light, the use 

of localised features by Josie and Penny can 

be seen as well-considered stylistic strategies 

on their part rather than as any kind of 

language deficit.

Unfairness and Discrimination
The findings discussed here, therefore, may 

explain why there are public perceptions 

of a link between speech features and 

personal traits such as aspiration: in general, 

pupils with high educational aspiration 
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use more prestige speech features than 

pupils with low aspiration – and there are 

historical reasons for this. But they also 

show the dangers and unfairness inherent 

in applying these perceptions across the 

board. The greatest risks are the potential 

discrimination against pupils such as Josie 

and Penny. Here are two aspirational pupils 

from working-class backgrounds who 

engage with school and are succeeding 

in their academic endeavours. Their 

accent and dialect features match their 

backgrounds and help to maintain their 

status as accepted members of their 

communities. And yet, the maintenance of 

these features carries with it a risk of being 

unfairly tarred with negative stereotypes. 

The risk to employers is that they might 

favour Gina, Faye and Albert over Josie and 

Penny by being overly impressed by their 

use of prestigious speech features; and the 

actions of the Middlesbrough teacher risks 

accentuating this problem by propagating 

a belief that society demands middle-class 

speech features. Britain has the lowest 

rates of social mobility in the OECD and 

this is doubtless being fuelled by the type 

of discrimination potentially suffered by 

people like Josie and Penny. These injustices 

must be challenged and people must be 

educated to understand the complex 

motivations behind the maintenance of 

local speech features so that they can avoid 

drawing unfair negative evaluations on the 

back of them.

Paul Kerswill is Professor in the Department of
English Language and Linguistic Science at the
University of York. Shaun Austin taught in Rochdale
and is now working on his PhD at the University of
York under Paul’s supervision. 
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Top and bottom 10 pupils ranked according to scores on aspiration index
Aspiration Home culture h t th

Average of top-10 0.96 0.84 0.94 0.51 0.80

Average of bottom-10 0.52 0.55 0.71 0.23 0.39

Top-10 Olive 1.00 0.95 1.00 0.83 1.00

Alice 0.98 0.75 0.98 0.68 0.95

Oh 0.98 0.85 1.00 0.29 0.76

Olivia 0.95 0.95 1.00 0.50 0.96

Indiana 0.95 0.90 1.00 0.05 1.00

Doc 0.95 0.83 0.98 0.78 1.00

Natalie 0.95 0.95 1.00 0.58 0.97

Josie 0.95 0.58 0.76 0.23 0.30

Bobby 0.95 0.80 1.00 0.76 0.78

Penny 0.93 0.80 0.65 0.39 0.28

Bottom-10 Hanna 0.60 0.83 0.71 0.17 0.00

Eleanor 0.60 0.45 0.75 0.00 0.47

Costineto 0.58 0.50 0.36 0.00 0.15

Solomon 0.55 0.70 0.80 0.40 0.23

Albert 0.53 0.40 0.86 0.00 0.24

Barry 0.53 0.45 0.79 0.50 1.00

Faye 0.53 0.68 1.00 0.20 0.75

Vince 0.53 0.53 0.65 0.50 0.04

Christopher 0.50 0.50 0.23 0.00 0.38

Gina 0.30 0.50 1.00 0.50 0.62
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The arraignment of Vittoria occurs in Act 3, 

the critically celebrated climax of the play. 

The scene contains the sexually and morally 

deviant Vittoria’s spirited and linguistically 

accomplished defence before a courtroom 

of male tormentors who are both utterly 

powerful and astonishingly corrupt. Webster 

therefore presents Vittoria as an underdog 

battling a wicked Goliath – in this case 

the religious court of the Catholic church, 

and his original audience may well have 

sided with her as a kind of Protestant hero 

standing up to a villainous, Latin-spouting 

and hypocritical church – indeed a kind of 

‘White Devil’. 

A World in Moral Free-fall
Vittoria is able to parry each and every one 

of Monticelso’s accusations and strike back 

at him, her slick performance earning her 

abundant audience approval. However, 

right at the end of the passage quoted on 

Excellent Devil
Vittoria’s victorious villainy 
and devilish defence

Attractive and repulsive. Powerful yet modest. Masculine and feminine. 
Isabel Swift argues the ambivalence of Webster’s portrayal of Vittoria in The 
White Devil makes her a typical revenge tragedy anti-hero.

Monticeleso:  Oh, you are cunning!

Vittoria:  You shame your wit and judgment,

   To call it so. What! is my just defence

   By him that is my judge call’d impudence?

   Let me appeal then from this Christian court,

   To the uncivil Tartar.

Monticeleso:   See, my lords,

   She scandals our proceedings.

Vittoria:  Humbly thus,

   Thus low to the most worthy and respected

   Lieger ambassadors, my modesty

   And womanhood I tender; but withal,

   So entangled in a curs’d accusation,

   That my defence, of force, like Perseus,

   Must personate masculine virtue. To the point.

   Find me but guilty, sever head from body,

   We ‘ll part good friends: I scorn to hold my life

   At yours, or any man’s entreaty, sir.

Eng. Ambass:  She hath a brave spirit.

Monticeleso: Well, well, such counterfeit jewels

   Make true ones oft suspected.

Vittoria:   You are deceiv’d:

   For know, that all your strict-combined heads,

   Which strike against this mine of diamonds,

   Shall prove but glassen hammers: they shall break.

   These are but feigned shadows of my evils.

   Terrify babes, my lord, with painted devils,

   I am past such needless palsy. For your names

   Of ‘whore’ and ‘murderess’, they proceed from you,

   As if a man should spit against the wind,

   The filth returns in ‘s face.

Monticeleso: Pray you, mistress, satisfy me one question:

   Who lodg’d beneath your roof that fatal night

   Your husband broke his neck?

Act 3 Scene 2 The White Devil
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page 55 Monticelso asks, ‘satisfy me one 

question…Your husband broke his neck?’, 

and with a sickening thud of realisation we 

remember what Vittoria’s dazzling display 

has made us forget – that this admirable, 

brave, indefatigable woman is most 

probably guilty of the instigation of a cold-

blooded murder. The effect Webster creates, 

through this manipulation of the audience’s 

sympathy is of a world in moral free-fall, a 

disorientating society in which the values of 

good and bad dance before our eyes like the 

colours inside a kaleidoscope. Her virtuoso 

display of innocence masks a hellish truth. 

Indeed, to some critics Vittoria simply 

shows savvy but meaningless bravado. To 

Anthony Trott in The White Devil (1966), 

the play’s world is ‘a jungle of passionate 

self-assertion’. This anarchic dog-eat-dog 

universe is also recognised by W.A. Edwards 

in an article in Scrutiny in 1934:

events are not within our control nor are our 
human desires; let’s snatch what comes and 
clutch it, fight our way out of tight corners, and 
meet the end without squealing.

Linguistic Battlefield
However, initially we are drawn to Vittoria’s 

wit and courage. When she exclaims, 

What! Is my just defence
By him that is my judge call’d impudence?

she undermines Monticelso’s authority 

by drawing attention to the injustice of 

the proceedings, that a man should both 

prosecute in, and preside over, the court. 

The use of verse here and throughout 

the courtroom scene elevates Vittoria’s 

trial to that of a philosophical debate and 

the audience see Vittoria as heroically 

and successfully wielding language as 

a weapon. Critics have commented on 

Webster’s interest in female heroes and his 

exploration in this play and The Duchess of 

Malfi of the question of female strength in a 

world that, in general, denies women active 

roles. Here Vittoria triumphs on a linguistic 

battlefield. Monticelso pejoratively refers 

to her using the metaphor of ‘counterfeit 

jewels’. This not only reveals a sense of 

disgust at Vittoria’s duplicitous nature, 

but a sense of cheapness and vulgarity, 

as if Monticelso is objecting to the social 

ambitions of the lower status woman. 

Incidentally, there is an echo of Flamineo’s 

much more admiring comparison of Vittoria 

to a ‘counterfeit diamond’ in Act 1 Scene 2, 

a repetition typical of Webster’s perplexing 

and complex writing style. 

Vittoria elegantly reverses this slur through 

manipulation of the diamond image which 

she associates with purity, invincibility, 

value and strength; ‘this mine of diamonds’ 

and later in the same scene she claims 

‘through darkness diamonds shine their 

richest light’, this motif playing, of course, 

with the idea of black and white so 

prevalent in the play. She undermines the 

attempt to malign and objectify her through 

her superior verbal skill. Vittoria is proof 

that Webster’s triumphant heroines can 

court the admiration of an audience despite 

the conventional and perhaps sometimes 

limited role offered to women in Jacobean 

England. 

Unmasking Misogyny
Webster presents the courtroom scene as 

a kind of tug of war in which Vittoria and 

Monticelso battle to secure the onstage 

– and of course also the real – audience’s 

support. When Monticelso announces, ‘See, 
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my lords, She scandals our proceedings’ 

the use of the possessive pronoun ‘our’ 

suggests he believes the court belongs 

to him and the other important men in 

attendance. He therefore wishes to align 

the onstage ambassadors with himself, and 

allow them to join him in agreeing that 

the transgressive behaviour of the (almost) 

lone female on stage is disrespectful and 

salacious. He is using gender as a weapon 

and at this point Webster could be said to be 

exposing, if not condemning, the misogyny 

that occurs in the Italy of the play, as well as 

the England of the playwright. Indeed, the 

silent Brachiano listens and voyeuristically 

witnesses events, sitting on a spread rich 

cloak, which serves to remind us of his 

first suggestive liaison with Vittoria and 

underlines the extent to which he has 

ungallantly betrayed his declarations of love 

and protection. However, the very fact that 

it is the comparably less guilty Vittoria who 

is on trial, highlights Webster’s exposure of 

the social and legal victimisation of women. 

Heroine Figure
Vittoria is constructed as an intelligent 

and resilient character who o’er leaps the 

clergyman’s gendered insults as well as his 

attempt to win the ambassador’s approval:

Humbly thus, thus low…my modesty and 
womanhood I tender…my defence, of force, like 
Perseus, must personate masculine virtue.

Every word and action at this point is 

powerfully calculated to win sympathy 

and approval. Firstly, she kneels. This is an 

important and recurrent dramatic device in 

The White Devil (and strikingly in The Duchess 

of Malfi), as Cornelia, Isabella and Vittoria 

all kneel at key moments in the play and 

become powerfully sympathetic figures 

through doing so. The act of kneeling allows 

Vittoria to seem pious and sincere – indeed 

far more ‘white’ then ‘devilish’. Webster 

then has her apologise for the fact that 

her bold words and her assertive ripostes 

appeared ‘masculine’. She claims she has 

only transgressed her modest female role as 

necessity compels her to fight like a man! 

It could be read that Webster is showing 

Vittoria manipulating misogynistic attitudes 

and forcing the ambassadors to view her 

behaviour as virtuous in a world in which 

it would ordinarily be censured. Lastly, 

her comparison of herself to ‘Perseus’ casts 

her as the valiant and heroic figure who 

slew the Gorgon. She therefore identifies 

herself as a white knight and the corrupt 

Monticelso as a monstrous figure from a 

nightmarish myth. Perseus does not slay 

primarily with an attacking sword, rather 

his shield of defence is his vital weapon, 

which, highly polished, deflected Medussa’s 

ireful stare back onto her which turned her 

to stone. This is a fitting picture of Vittoria’s 

resistance at this point in the play.

Attraction and Repulsion
Vittoria completely ‘turns the tables’ on 

Monticelso by arguing that, in contrast 

to her own purity, his accusations point 

towards his own inner corruption 

As if a man should spit against the wind,
The filth returns in’s face.

There is a modicum of truth in these words. 

Earlier, the very vehemence of Monticelso’s 

fire and brimstone diatribe against whores 

‘Shall I expound whore to you?’ often 

strikes audiences as reflecting a lurid 

fascination in the subject and is an example 

of Webster’s frequent examination of 

perverse and sadistic psychologies. However, 

we might also be struck by the fact that, 

despite the rhetorical skill and perfection 

of Vittoria’s evasion, it is, in fact, patently 

deceptive, as she is almost certainly guilty of 

grave crimes. Once again a disturbing mix 

of attraction and repulsion towards Vittoria 

is experienced simultaneously. 

Arguably, as is often suggested of 

John Milton’s Satan, Webster shows 

the villainous Vittoria as an attractive, 

sympathetic figure here and elsewhere, 

despite her immorality, in order to show 

the deeply attractive and seductive nature 

of evil, perhaps even to act as a warning 

to those hapless enough to be seduced. 

After all, temptation and lust are important 

themes in the play; Webster is allowing the 

audience to empathise with Brachiano’s 

fatal attraction towards Vittoria that occurs 

despite her obvious immorality. 

In revenge tragedy characters are often 

ambiguously presented, heroes become 

the villains by the end of the play as their 

insatiable drive for revenge transforms them 

into something akin to the objects of their 

hatred. Therefore Vittoria’s ambiguously 

attractive and villainous character could 

also be said to continue the trend of the 

anti-hero to be found in other plays such 

as The Revenger’s Tragedy where Vindice, as 

he ghoulishly tricks the Duke into fatally 

kissing the poisoned mouth of a skull, 

proclaims, ‘Royal villain! white devil’, 

stimulating the audience to deliberate as 

to whether the gloating murderer or his 

villainous victim is most worthy of the title.

Isabel Swift is KS5 Coordinator at the King Edward
VI Grammar School, Stratford-upon-Avon.
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Frankenstein
Order, Narrative and Chaos
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Frankenstein is a novel with an 

extraordinary history. The story that it tells 

has captured the imaginations of countless 

readers, and even people who have never 

read the book have become enthralled by 

its dominant idea, the creation of a monster, 

which pursues and ultimately destroys 

its creator. The tale of its composition is 

equally compelling. A product of boredom, 

Frankenstein was famously conceived during 

a rainy summer in Italy when 19-year-old 

Mary Shelley and her friends were staying 

at a rented villa, where, having amused 

themselves by reading a collection of ghost 

stories, they decided to invent their own. 

Mary’s attempt, heavily influenced by those 

she had just read, was begun the morning 

after a nightmare in which a corpse 

appeared to come to life, a spectral vision 

that continued to haunt her throughout 

the night with its ‘yellow’, ‘watery’ and 

‘speculative’ eyes. The story was refined 

and worked on over the succeeding months 

with input from her husband, the poet 

Percy Bysshe Shelley, before its publication 

two years later in 1818. The production of 

Frankenstein, a book assembled from bits 

and pieces of other stories, from dreams and 

ideas suggested by others, thus replicates its 

own central conceit, the creation of a living 

being from assorted parts. 

Drawing the Reader in
The novel was a sensation. Slated by critics 

as ‘a tissue of horrible and disgusting 

absurdity’ (The Quarterly Review, January 

1818) it has nonetheless remained one of 

the most influential literary works of the 

last two hundred years – if the number of 

its imitators and the theatre, film and comic 

book adaptations are anything to go by. 

So what is it that makes it so compelling? 

How does the story draw its readers into a 

disturbing vision that so deeply unsettles 

the psyche? ‘Everything must have a 

beginning’, wrote Mary Shelley in her 

1831 introduction to the book. ‘… and that 

beginning must be linked to something 

that went before’. Frankenstein pushes this 

principle to the extreme, opening with 

a letter from Walton to his sister that is 

evidently one of a series, with the effect that 

the reader is immediately thrust in media 

res, i.e. into the middle of ongoing action 

rather than at a starting point defined by an 

omniscient narrator. 

a book assembled 
from bits and pieces

Deceptively Reassuring
From the outset the book combines a 

realistic tone with a vision that is alien and 

fantastic. ‘I arrived here yesterday’, says 

Walton:

I am already far north of London; and as I 
walk in the streets of Petersburgh, I feel a cold 
northern breeze play upon my cheeks, which 
braces my nerves, and fills me with delight. Do 
you understand this feeling? This breeze, which 
has travelled from those regions towards which 
I am advancing, gives me a foretaste of those icy 
climes. Inspired by this wind of promise, my day 
dreams become more fervent and vivid.

 The letter is deceptively reassuring in 

style, drawing on the conventions of early 

nineteenth-century epistolary fictions 

with which its original audience would 

have been familiar. Walton describes a 

scene with which everyone can identify, 

an exhilarating walk through the city with 

a fresh breeze blowing on his face. At the 

same time he establishes the unnatural 

character of his surroundings as he prepares 

himself for a journey into the unknown, to 

‘icy climes’ and ‘unexplored regions, to ‘the 

land of mist and snow’. The question, ‘Do 

you understand this feeling?’ is left open, 

ambiguous and indeterminate. The reader 

is thus primed to accompany Walton on a 

psychological journey into a desolate and 

disconcerting landscape. When Walton, 

stranded in the packed ice, locates the 

surreal sighting of the sledges containing 

Frankenstein and the monster, one in 

pursuit of the other, he is not just a normal 

traveller writing a blog about the foreign 

countries he traverses but also an isolated 

soul, who is moving further and further 

away from civilisation only to come face to 

face with his deepest fears.

Multiple Narrators
Walton functions as a device to guide 

the reader into the action, his pragmatic 

humanism framing the unsettling series 

of hallucinatory events which follow. In 

fact the story is constructed in a series of 

narrative layers, each one corresponding 

to a psychological state as we are drawn in 

to a world that is characterised by terror. 

Throughout the unfolding of the action the 

perspective is subject to continual shifts. 

It moves from Walton’s letters to Victor 

Frankenstein’s account of his history and 

then embraces other voices, including those 

of Elizabeth, Frankenstein’s father and 

most notably the Creature, before returning 

to Walton’s letters in the final section. 

Each change moves progressively into 

an encounter with a different dimension 

of horror, each individual profoundly 

unnerved by the thought of what might 

happen as well as by an ever increasing 

knowledge of evil as their belief in human 

goodness is gradually eroded. In this 

way the novel is built around a series of 

concentric circles with multiple narrators, 

each adding another plane of resonance to a 

multivalent structure.

‘Fragmentary, Inconsistent, 
Jagged’
One effect of this is to undermine any sense 

of narrative stability and replace it with an 

experience of incoherence and uncertainty. 

In his book, The Literature of Terror, the 

critic David Punter has described Gothic 

works as works that ‘are not fully achieved 

... fragmentary, inconsistent, jagged’, and 

this is certainly true of Frankenstein, where 

nothing is resolved and we are transferred 

abruptly between the viewpoints of 

different characters. The reader’s journey 

through the text can be compared to the 

experience of unlocking a puzzle, which 

Judy Simons explores how Mary Shelley’s narrative style was both 
influenced by and transcended 19th-century epistolary and Gothic fiction.
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appears more intricate than on first 

appearance, and which reveals hidden 

secrets and almost impenetrable meanings. 

It is not surprising that there are so many 

competing interpretations of the book when 

the author deliberately obscures the concept 

of any single definitive truth, and avoids 

supplying answers to the dilemmas in 

which the characters find themselves. 

The Power of Books
However, Frankenstein is more than just 

a Gothic fiction or a nineteenth-century 

version of the Faustus myth, the tale of the 

over-reacher who believes he can usurp 

the role of God. It is also a book about the 

power of literature itself. It is significant that 

in the first letters Walton emphasises the 

importance of books in his own life. He is 

‘passionately fond of reading’, has studied 

obsessively the history of polar travel and 

has been inspired to flights of fancy by 

discovering the power of poetry and poets, 

‘whose effusions entranced my soul and 

lifted it to heaven’. It could equally be 

argued that books are the source of Victor 

Frankenstein’s downfall. He tells Walton 

that at the age of 13, 

I read and studied the wild fancies of these 
writers with delight; they appeared to me 
treasures known to few beside myself ...  
[H]ere were books and here were men who had 
penetrated deeper and knew more.

Frankenstein’s fascination first with natural 

philosophy and then with the modern 

technologies of the day, including the 

disciplines of medicine, magnetism and 

electricity, lead him to believe that with the 

help of science he can accomplish anything, 

even to the extent of replicating God’s own 

work.

Paradise Lost
Just as reading tempts Walton and 

Frankenstein to master the unknown by 

opening their eyes to worlds and ideas 

beyond themselves, so the Creature’s 

progress to understanding is also driven 

by books. Most notably he reads Paradise 

Lost, Milton’s great poetic rendering of the 

Genesis story, which describes the ambition 

of Lucifer, who believes that he can become 

more powerful than God, and by so doing 

causes the Fall of Man. Adam and Eve, 

representatives of humanity, are expelled 

from Paradise and forced to confront the 

pain and distress of the real world. This 

mirrors the journey undertaken by the 

monster; once he acquires knowledge he 

more than just 
Gothic fiction or a 
19th-century version 
of the Faustus myth

too is banished from the Edenic life beside 

the lake and compelled to wander in a 

harsh modern society, where he experiences 

only brutality and rejection. It also echoes 

the story of the De Lacey family, who are 

equally victims of unjustified suspicion and 

accusations of violence. In the Creature’s 

case, however, the cruelty he encounters 

engenders the savagery that propels the rest 

of the narrative.

Narrative Leap
‘Genesis’ is one of the novel’s central motifs, 

and Mary Shelley frequently referred to 

herself as a mother who had given birth 

to an artistic vision that had somehow 

taken on a will of its own. Let ‘my hideous 

progeny go forth and prosper’, she wrote in 

the introduction to the revised 1831 edition, 

a command that echoes the principal action 

of the work, when Frankenstein lets his 

monster loose to roam unchecked. It is 

no accident that almost exactly half way 

through the book, the focus shifts from the 

supposedly rational narrators, Walton and 

Frankenstein, to the mind of the Creature. 

It is a startling leap and one which reflects 

the progress of the fiction that moves from 

a logical and ordered urban environment to 

an increasingly incoherent, primal interior 

world.

Judy Simons is Emeritus Professor of English at De
Montfort University.
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Carol Ann Duffy is celebrated for her 

brilliant dramatic monologues that bring 

new perspectives to traditional stories 

and conventional expectations, most 

spectacularly in the female personae of The 

World’s Wife. The characters and roles in this 

collection reveal startling, often troubling, 

new aspects to established male reputations. 

But throughout her work Duffy consistently 

puts all kinds of meaning into question, as 

significant poetry must do, by presenting 

experience and language itself in oblique, 

disconcerting perspectives.

Migrant Experience
The experience of dislocation, or rather 

relocation, is literal in ‘Originally’ (New 

Selected Poems). Duffy has often written of 

the migrant, incomer experience, and this 

poem addresses the subject directly. The 

persona here is also absolutely unlocated, 

their ‘homeland’ is non-specific, as is their 

gender and age; some readings of the poem 

assume a female persona, because Carol 

Ann Duffy has written so consistently 

and movingly about female experience, 

but what evidence is there in the poem 

for this? The speaker is presented, above 

all, as a child, irrespective of gender. It is 

also impossible to discover precisely what 

happened to displace this child and its 

family in the first place: ‘We came from 

our own country in a red room/which fell 

through the fields’ – were they travelling 

in a cart, or some kind of van, which was a 

quite new experience, the child having no 

exact way of describing the strange object? 

The child underwent the journey as a 

‘falling’, an uncontrolled flight. Had blood 

been shed, accounting for its redness?

Was the father injured or left behind, as 

the mother ‘sings’ his name? At the end of 

the second stanza, the child describes how 

‘My parents’ anxiety stirred like a loose 

tooth/in my head’, which may imply that 

they both travelled to the new country, 

but not necessarily; this might be the 

kind of anxiety that is passed down from 

generation to generation, like that of the 

Jewish grandmother who still listened for 

the sound of Cossack horses approaching, 

even though she was now relatively safe in 

London’s East End.

From Country to City
The move from rural to urban living is an 

irreversible trend, worldwide; Britain can 

claim to be the first country where more 

people lived in cities than villages, a shift 

that occurred around the mid-nineteenth 

century. The child of ‘Originally’ is one of 

these urban, possibly economic migrants, 

or perhaps is someone who has been 

‘ethnically cleansed’, in that terrible, 

contentious phrase that first came into 

widespread use during the violent break-

up of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Why did the 

miles ‘rush back’ to ‘the city, … the vacant 

rooms/where we didn’t live any more’? Is 

it because the second stanza marks their 

migration to a new country, almost certainly 

the UK, with its seemingly anonymous 

‘avenues’ and ‘unimagined pebble-dashed 

estates’?

Acculturation and Initiation
The middle stanza begins memorably 

with a sentence that applies to any one 

of us, ‘All childhood is an emigration’; as 

we grow and mature, we have to leave 

childish things behind, and our infancy 

becomes a lost world. The persona seems 

to be lamenting this, when they say ‘I want 

our own country’, but it is also a lament 

for the loss of the first, original home. This 

stanza explores ‘acculturation’, the process 

of acclimatising, blending in, hoping to 

find some kind of acceptance within the 

new ‘host community’, which again can be 

Carol Ann Duffy’s 
Dislocating Language

Nigel Wheale explores the themes of migration and passing time in Duffy’s 
poetry and how she uses language to convey the uncertainty, anxiety and 
dislocation bound up in these experiences.
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true for any child entering into the larger 

world of its society, through schooling. A 

brother outdoes the local initiation rites 

of boyhood, as bizarre as any tribal ritual 

from ‘primitive’ pre-industrial societies, by 

swallowing a slug, even more of a test than 

a worm.

Splintered Identity
The persona, he or she, looks on, and feels 

‘only/a skelf of shame’. Duffy’s use of the 

strange noun, which it is safe to assume will 

be unfamiliar to many, if not most readers, 

is a perfect demonstration of ‘making-

strange’ and ‘acculturation’ simultaneously. 

The young child from elsewhere now 

speaks with the diction of its new culture, 

and even more specifically, with a regional 

dialect. ‘Skelf’ is defined in the Concise Oxford 

English Dictionary as ‘Scottish’, meaning 

originally a ‘shelf’, but also a ‘splinter of 

wood’, and in slang, ‘an annoying person’. 

The wonderful online Dictionary of the Scots 

Language/Dictionar o the Scots Leid confirms 

these meanings, but gives far more detail, 

which suggests that the migrant family 

may have been relocated to the Gorbals, 

Glasgow, where Duffy herself grew up, until 

moving south to England with her family 

when she was six years old.

‘Originally’ ends with a profoundly 

‘deconstructive’ question, over which the 

child can only hesitate: ‘Where do you come 

from … originally?’ In a time of shifting, 

multiple identities, at every level of the sense 

of one’s self, this kind of question can seem 

hopelessly reductive, even oppressive, as 

if intending to recognise only one specific 

nature, even status, for the ‘ab-origine’, the 

one who was there from some supposed 

origin-time, yet who has been radically 

changed by their dislocation. 

Slippery Language
‘River’ is also a poem that considers how 

any language creates but simultaneously 

makes strange our sense of the world, and 

the meanings that we try to construct about 

it. The flowing of water has been taken as an 

image for the passing of time in numberless 

poems, as in ‘Like as the waves make towards 

the pebbled shore’, Shakespeare’s ‘Sonnet 

60’. This sonnet makes for an interesting 

comparison with ‘River’, but Duffy’s poem 

revolves around her concern with the ways 

in which the materials of the world flow on, 

regardless of how human language attempts 

to define and capture them: 

Water crosses the border,
translates itself, but words stumble, fall back.

Duffy demonstrates 
the ways in which 
language is intrinsic 
to experience

A woman collects an unnamed, ‘red’ flower, 

and with what can seem like a heartless 

objectivity, will ‘press it carefully between 

the pages of a book’ in another, literal 

attempt to entrap something of the natural 

world within the material of language itself. 

As with the ‘skelf’ or painful splinter, ‘River’ 

also introduces Scots idioms to destabilise 

the reader’s sense of singular meanings: 

even something as solidly material as ‘stone’ 

– or ‘stoon’ or ‘stein’ – evades language’s 

attempts to be precise, stone becoming as 

slippery as fish. The final two lines of the 

poem then demolish the world which it has 

created, confronting us with the fact of the 

poem’s illusion, and its fragility, but with 

seemingly much less confidence about its 

ability to transcend the passage of time than 

Shakespeare’s ‘Sonnet 60’.

Shocking Metaphors
‘A Healthy Meal’ is a sustained and 

disturbing demonstration of how to ‘make 

strange’ one of our most familiar and 

intimate experiences. It begins with an 

astonishingly original conceit: 

The gourmet tastes the secret dreams of cows
tossed lightly in garlic.

Presumably the gourmet is feasting on 

cow brains, and at just the period, in the 

mid-1980s, when ‘Mad Cow Disease’ was 

incubating in the British national herd, 

breaking out with deadly effect in the early 

1990s. This is a fine example of how poetry 

can sometimes say more than it knows, 

even become prophetic, as no one at this 

time was aware that variant Creutzfeld-

Jacob Disease was about to pose a deadly 

threat. So, yes, it’s true, poetry can foretell 

the future!

Each stanza offers another shocking analogy 

or metaphor: a polite question, ‘What is the 

claret like?’ receives the chilling answer, 

‘Blood.’ As always, Carol Ann Duffy 

demonstrates the ways in which language 

itself is intrinsic to experience, even the 

most bodily, flesh-and-blood activity of 

eating. ‘Alter calf to veal in four attempts.’ 

The substitution of letters transforms the 

young animal into an anonymous ‘cut’ 

of meat, a ‘charcuterie’ of language that 

disguises the true nature of what is being 

consumed. The ‘pure white cloth’ of the 

table at which a married couple consumes 

suckling pig summons the sheets of the bed 

in which, later, the woman ‘must sleep’, 

perhaps reluctantly, with her husband, in 

her turn become ‘Leg, saddle and breast’ to 

be devoured.

‘A Healthy Meal’ culminates in a final 

stanza that draws a queasy parallel between 

the butchery of animals for consumption 

and the mass killing on the fronts of the 

First World War, as the menu ‘lists the 

recent dead in French’. This was precisely 

the analogy that many of the soldiers 

and poets made at the time, as in Wilfred 

Owen’s ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, 

‘What passing-bells for these who die as 

cattle?’. Carol Ann Duffy’s estranging use of 

language in her poems is very much at the 

centre of her particular style, but, as here, it 

can also draw on the forceful dislocations of 

earlier great poetry.

Nigel Wheale is a poet living and working in the
Orkneys.
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In this article, David 
Hann introduces the 
work of the influential 
linguist, Ferdinand 
Saussure.

We spend a large slice of our waking lives 

communicating. If we’re not talking face 

to face or on the phone, many of us are 

texting, blogging or posting something on 

our Facebook pages. Of course, language is at 

the heart of these activities. But we also tell 

the world what we know and how we feel 

through our facial expressions, our gestures 

and the pictures or YouTube links that we 

attach to our digital correspondence. Indeed, 

in the ‘wired-up’ digital world of today, we 

can combine different communicative modes 

and media in all sorts of innovative ways 

which would have seemed astonishing a mere 

decade ago. This article attempts to stand back 

and reflect upon the nature of these forms of 

communication, drawing on the work of the 

influential linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure.

Language is Arbitrary
Born in Geneva in 1857, Saussure’s 

most influential work ‘Course in General 

Linguistics’ was only compiled after his 

death in 1916. At the heart of Saussure’s 

framework is a simple idea – language is 

arbitrary. What does this mean? It means 

that the connection between the sounds we 

make that form words and the things that the 

words represent is established by convention 

alone. To illustrate this, let’s take an Inktitut 

word spoken by the indigenous people of 

North East Canada. The word is puijilittatuq. 

If I were to ask you what this means, you 

probably wouldn’t know. If I were then to 

say ‘work it out!’, you would rightly wonder 

about my sanity. The illogicality of my 

command lies precisely in the fact that the 

there is an arbitrary relationship between the 

concept – what Saussure calls the signified 

– and the word which represents it – called 

the signifier. So, puijilittatuq could mean 

absolutely anything. (If you’re interested, 

it translates into something like ‘he doesn’t 

know which way to turn because so many 

seals have come to the ice surface at once’.) 

You might argue that there are certain types 

of words which do not have an arbitrary 

relationship with the things they represent 

– onomatopoeic words such as splash, buzz 

and bang seem to have a connection with 

noises in the real world. However, if you 

look at the onomatopoeic words in different 

languages, it becomes clear that they can 

differ considerably from language to language. 

So, for example, English-speaking dogs say 

woof woof, while their Japanese speaking 

counterparts say wan wan. Language has 

arbitrariness at its core. It can therefore be 

categorised as a symbolic system.

Saussure, Semiotics 
and the 
Nature of the Sign
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Different Sign Systems
Sign systems other than language have a 

rather different relationship with the reality 

they represent. The study of signs is known as 

Semiotics. Have a look at the three everyday 

signs that follow. Given that language is 

arbitrary, which of these three signs would 

you say is most like language?

The bus stop is most like language in that 

meaning of the sign (a hollowed out circle 

with a horizontal band running through 

it) relies on an established convention, 

something we only understand through 

familiarity with it. If we had never seen such a 

sign before, we would have difficulty grasping 

what it means (although other contextual 

information, such as people standing at it, 

would help). To show you what I mean, 

here’s a sign which you might find on a street 

in Poland:

You might be able to guess what it means but, 

unless you have been to Poland, you won’t 

know for sure. In fact, it is a sign for toilets. 

Its arbitrary nature means that, like language, 

it can be categorised as symbolic. The other 

sign-system types are: 

• the iconic where the signifier resembles 

the signified in some way, for example, 

the picture of Nelson’s column is an iconic 

representation of the statue which itself is 

an iconic representation of the famous navy 

commander

• the indexical where the signifier often has 

some causal or associative relationship with 

the signified, for example, the common 

sign for toilets in many countries is a man 

and a woman. So what is represented 

are the toilet users rather than the toilets 

themselves!

Signs as Communicative 
Systems
Signs work as part of a communicative 

system, the most powerful of which is 

language. As language is an arbitrary system 

in which there is no inherent connection 

between the word and the world it represents, 

different languages ‘cut up’ reality in different 

ways. 

‘Cutting Up Reality’
Colour terms are an illuminating example. 

In English, we have about 10 basic colour 

terms, that is, names for colours which are 

not defined in terms of other colours (I say 

about 10 because some people argue whether, 

for example, grey is a colour at all). The Dani 

tribe of Papua New Guinea have only two 

basic colour terms which could roughly be 

translated as light and dark. Before you decide 

that English is a highly sophisticated language, 

think again. If you take a word like we, it is, 

in linguistic terms, very crude. Depending 

on context, it could mean you and I, my friend 

and I, my friends and I and so on. There are 

languages which have different words for 

these different meanings. Yet we make do 

with we. 

Given that the vocabulary of different 

languages cuts up reality in different ways, 

how might we teach English colour terms to 

a member of the Dani tribe and what would 

this tell us about how meaning in language 

is generated? Imagine that our learner has 

proved a very able student and now we are 

going to teach her the word brown. Why, for 

example, would pointing to particular brown 

1
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objects around us and saying ‘brown desk’, 

‘brown pencil’, ‘brown pullover’ and so on be 

inadequate as a way of teaching the concept 

of brown? 

The answer is that our pupil would simply 

see brown as an equivalent of her native 

tongue’s dark. In fact, she cannot know what 

brown means until she knows what it doesn’t 

mean. When children begin to acquire and 

use new vocabulary, they often overextend 

the meanings of words so that, for instance, 

a child might refer to every animal it sees as 

cat. Until he realises that a dog is not a cat, 

he cannot be said to have learnt the word. 

Within the language system, therefore, 

meaning comes from contrast. 

Cutting up Sounds
As well as cutting up vocabulary differently, 

languages also cut up sounds in different 

ways. Much as the Dani don’t differentiate 

our equivalent of brown and blue, the 

Japanese language doesn’t differentiate our 

equivalent of ‘l’ and ‘r’. This is the main 

reason why Japanese people learning English 

have problems both hearing the difference 

between these sounds and reproducing them. 

We are conditioned to differentiate sounds in 

our own language which the system deems to 

be significant. On the other hand, we ignore 

those sound differences which the system 

doesn’t regard as important. To illustrate this, 

we’ll take two English words – lake and melt. 

Say them slowly to yourself and notice the 

position of your tongue and mouth when 

you utter the ‘l’ in ‘lake and the ‘l’ in ‘melt’. 

Notice how different your tongue position 

and mouth shape are for the two articulations 

of the ‘l’ sound. In fact, the tongue is curled 

up and touches the roof of the mouth for the 

first ‘l’ and is far flatter for the second. Some 

languages contrast these two ‘l’ sounds. We 

don’t and that is why we don’t notice the 

difference in articulation between them – 

our phonological system cuts up sound in a 

different way from other languages. 

The Paradigmatic and 
Syntagmatic
Saussure calls the relationship between 

‘brown’ and ‘blue’ or between ‘cat’ and 

‘dog’ and, indeed, between ‘l’ and ‘r’ a 

paradigmatic one. He sees this as one of 

two important dimensions of meaning in 

sign systems. The other one is what he calls 

the syntagmatic dimension. We not only 

generate meaning by choosing particular signs 

over other ones, but by combining signs in a 

particular order. In language, this syntagmatic 

dimension (think of the word ‘syntax’) means 

that John kissed Jane has a different meaning 

from Jane kissed John. 

Because we are experts in our own language, 

we can decipher utterances with ease 

because of our knowledge of the syntagmatic 

combinations of the language. Thus, if I say 

‘I’m going to be late this evening’, you have no 

problem differentiating the meaning from 

‘I’m going to the lake this evening’, despite the 

fact that late and lake are realised in almost 

identical ways when we speak at natural 

speed (in syntagmatic terms, you know that 

the copular verb be must be followed by an 

adjective in the first sentence while a noun 

has to come after the definite article the in 

the second – although you might not actually 

consciously think it at the time!). 

The Meaning of Clothes
These paradigmatic and syntagmatic 

dimensions of meaning also operate in 

other sign systems. Let’s take, for example, 

the clothes we wear. I’m sure you’ll agree 

that these are not only used to keep us 

warm but also to communicate information 

about ourselves to others. A suit and tie 

signals formality. The suit and the tie have a 

syntagmatic relationship (they go together) 

as do the things which are worn with them 

(a white shirt, a smart pair of shoes etc). 

Instead of a tie, a cravat could be worn and 

signal something slightly different: the tie 

and cravat have a paradigmatic relationship 

(they are not worn together but one is worn 

instead of the other). If a pair of slippers 

were worn with the suit, this would generate 

some interesting potential meanings – has 

the person injured his foot? Is he eccentric? 

If the slippers were worn on top of shoes (i.e. 

a relationship which is usually paradigmatic 

suddenly becomes syntagmatic), then this 

would generate quite unusual potential 

meanings. So, the elements within different 

sign systems generate meaning through the 

ways that they combine and re-combine. It is 

worth noting that these relationships are also 

culturally determined. If, for example, you 

went to some foreign, exotic location where 

you noticed that many of the people wore 

suits and slippers, after a while, it would no 

longer generate unusual meanings for you. 

Indeed, you might start wearing a suit-and-

slippers combo yourself!

Next time you look at an advert, think about 

the combination of signs that you see. How 

different would its meaning be if you replaced 

one of the signs – a boy instead of a girl or an 

old man instead of a young one, for instance? 

In our daily lives, we effortlessly process the 

sounds and signs that surround us. Saussure’s 

great strength is that he makes conscious the 

processes by which we decipher the world, 

throwing light on the systems that we so 

unthinkingly use to communicate.

David Hann is a lecturer in the Faculty of Education
and Language Studies at the Open University.
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‘Little Red Riding Hood’ is a fairy-tale that 

has been re-told many times, sometimes 

straightforwardly, sometimes subversively. 

Its fascination can, perhaps, be put down to 

the fact that the story is a way of addressing 

some important issues to do with sex, 

sexuality and the balance of power between 

men and women. Writers have used the 

story in many different ways, adding and 

subtracting elements to convey different 

perspectives on it. Charles Perrault points 

out the meaning of his tale in a ‘moral’:

Children, especially attractive, well-bred young 
ladies, should never talk to strangers; for if they 
should do so, they may well provide dinner for a 
wolf.

Little Red Riding Hood is an innocent 

who fails to heed warnings. The wolf 

unequivocally represents male sexual power 

and threat. Roald Dahl’s verse re-telling 

features a Little Red Riding Hood whose 

readiness to deal with the wolf surprises and 

delights the reader (with Dahl s use of that 

naughty word, ‘knickers’):

The small girl smiles. One eyelid flickers.
She whips a pistol from her knickers.
She aims it at the creature’s head
And bang bang bang, she shoots him dead.

Things are not so straightforward in Carter’s 

‘The Werewolf’, one of three versions of the 

Little Red Riding Hood story in The Bloody 

Chamber collection of short stories.

Angela Carter’s 

The Werewolf
– ambiguity and ambivalence

Angela Carter’s remoulding of the classic fairy challenges and mocks the 
reader, argues Tony Cavender.
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Beginning, Middle and End
The structure of the story is unusual. The 

opening scene-setting description takes up 

nearly half of the ‘story’. There are only two 

actual events: the encounter with the wolf 

and the discovery and killing of the witch-

grandmother. The ending is very brief: 

‘Now the child lived in her grandmother’s 

house; she prospered.’ When I’ve given 

students the whole story on a single side of 

A4, many have turned the page over when 

they’ve got to the end to see if there’s any 

more. Clearly it’s not an ending that satisfies 

and it sends the reader back into the tale to 

find out why.

Where’s Willy?
It’s difficult to find a male character in 

this story. There’s a reference to the Devil 

and the description of the wolf suggests 

a male (‘It was a huge one, with red eyes 

and running, grizzled chops’) – though 

Carter refers to the wolf as ‘it’, leaving its 

gender ambiguous. Otherwise, the tale 

features witches, old women, a mother, a 

grandmother and a ‘child’ referred to as 

‘she’. There is a significant male absence, 

that of the ‘child’s father. What has 

happened to him is not made clear; what 

is, is that he is not needed to perform the 

traditional male role as protector of the 

female. The child has her father’s hunting 

knife and she ‘know[s] how to use it’. 

The knife is, of course, a phallic symbol, a 

symbol of male power. However, what it 

represents here is not male sexual power 

but power pure and simple.

‘Where wolf?’ or a Tense 
Encounter
In Mel Brooks’ horror film spoof Young 

Frankenstein Dr Frankenstein (‘it’s 

pronounced Fronkensteen’) hears the howl 

of a wolf and enquires of Igor, ‘Werewolf?’ 

Igor replies, ‘Where wolf?’ and points, 

‘There wolf!’ In Carter’s story the ‘child’ 

points the finger at her grandmother. But 

on what evidence? The wolf’s paw is no 

longer a wolf’s paw but a human hand, ‘a 

hand toughened with work and freckled 

with old age’. If the villagers were to visit 

the scene of the child’s encounter with the 

wolf they would find no trace of the event

Soon it came on to snow so thickly that the path 
and any footsteps, track or spoor that might have 
been upon it were obscured.

The implications of that choice of tense, the 

conditional ‘might have been’, are easily 

overlooked on a first reading. ‘Might have 

been’ suggests the possibility of ‘might not 

have been’, of no attack and no wolf at all.

‘Them and us’
Initially the narrative voice seems to be 

external third person, working hard to 

create that frisson of terror associated with 

the Gothic: ‘Cold; tempest; wild beasts 

in the forest’. But suddenly there’s a first 

person narrator and one who makes a 

link between himself (herself? – again, 

the gender is not clear) and the reader: 

‘To these upland woodsmen, the Devil is 

as real as you or I’. The voice encourages 

an alliance, a feeling of shared knowledge 

and attitudes and beliefs. It encourages the 

reader to feel superior to the people in the 

story with their primitive, superstitious and 

brutal lives. However, is it a voice the reader 

can trust? Isn’t there something tongue-in-

cheek about the remark ‘Anyone will tell 

you that’ and the exclamatory comment, 

followed by the italics ‘Oh, sinister! – follows 

her about all the time’? Who’s being mocked 

here – the superstitious people of the story, 

or the reader who has been seduced by 

the Gothic atmospherics into believing in 

this world? How is the reader meant to 

take the comment, ‘Wolves are less brave 

than they seem’ and the description of the 

wolf ‘lolloping off disconsolately between 

the tree as well as it could on three legs’? 

There’s a mockingly humorous edge to the 

narrative voice here that disconcerts the 

reader and sits rather uneasily with the 

serious tone of the opening paragraphs and 

with the echoes of the fairy-tale with which 

we are so familiar. 

And the Moral of the Story 
is…?
The most significant detail that Carter 

changes from the fairy-tale is that of the 

garment worn by the protagonist. Carter’s 

‘child’ has no red riding-hood but instead ‘a 

scabby coat of sheepskin’. This is not merely 

a change made to be more in keeping with 

the setting Carter creates: it is a change 

on which the whole meaning of the story 

could be seen to rest. The title of the story, 

the echoes of the fairy-tale and the drive 

of the plot suggest a reading in which the 

‘child’ is some kind of feminist heroine, 

facing up to the dangers of the symbolic 

forest and wolf and winning through with 

courage and resilience (and no need for 

help from any male). However, the ‘child’’s 

cloak evokes the idea of a ‘wolf in sheep’s 

clothing’ and she is not childish or child-

like in her behaviour and character. The 

interpretation suggested by this is that 

the ‘child’, not the grandmother, is the 

werewolf of the title and that she uses the 

beliefs and superstitions of her people to 

get rid of her grandmother and grab her 

property. The ‘child’ is empowered by the 

possession of her father’s hunting-knife 

but to what ends does she put this power? 

She moves away from the domestic role 

performed by her mother but what does 

she become? The story thus has some 

interesting and ambiguous things to say 

about the relationship between women and 

power. Is the child’s ruthlessness a male 

characteristic she’s acquired along with her 

father’s hunting-knife? The reader certainly 

feels uneasy and ambivalent about the 

outcome of the story. 

Tony Cavender teaches English Literature at South
Downs College.
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