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Abstract

My paper briefly reviews where Jakobson contributed to the productive conjunction of linguistics and poetics and comments on where he seemed to fail, and why.  It then emphasizes the singularity of literature and reiterates (as it were) the importance of repetition in verbal art. I believe that all Jakobson’s ideas in the Closing Statement, when brutally transformationally reduced, amount to saying that repetition lies at the core of verbal art (even if it is not the only phenomenon crucial to verbal art).  It is by dint of the diversity of kinds of partial repetition that are licensed in verbal art, that we accord it such an important place in our culture, deeming it a fit means for achieving depth and complexity of representation, or for seeing ‘ into the life of things’—including that deepest and most mysterious of things, human consciousness.  Finally I turn briefly and with the help of a relatively simple poem by Seamus Heaney to the idea that poets continually show linguists things about language, things of which linguists themselves can easily lose sight: especially our power through language to re-think everything and anything.
1. Problems in Jakobson’s Poetics.
Let me begin by saying that I am very doubtful of the possibility of reducing verbal art to 'scientific' and rule-governed description and explanation.  A different (not necessarily more modest, but arguably more realistic) humanistic goal is simply understanding: the hope that with linguistic categories and methods a different and possibly deeper understanding of the craft of literary writing may be achieved.

What, finally, did Jakobson in his closing statement specify as the poetics of verbal art, that is, its defining and central feature, rule-observance, or characteristic?  A focus on the message for the message’s own sake?  But, insofar as this formulation can be clearly delimited, and a distinction can be made between message and code, could not this characterization equally apply to some kinds of adverts, religious texts, and love letters (a variegated grouping)?  Is verbal art sufficiently linguistically homoegenous, on any basis, to make possible the scientific linguistic analysis of the kind Jakobson evidently favours?  That is a first potential stumbling block for any conjunction of linguistics and poetics.  Is a poetics of verbal art really possible?  Or following integrational linguistic thinking should we not conclude-- even if we grant a wide context for a literary text (to include a range of readers at different times and places)--that signification is too contextually and therefore unpredictably determined, by the parties involved, for it to be possible to analyse the text into (fixed or stable) components and to assign fixed meanings and values to those segregated components?  In verbal art, as in verbal anything, there is really ‘no universalism, no timeless meanings/values/effects, no permanent or built-in anything, including transcendence’.  That seems to be the message carried by integrationism and also by much historicized contemporary literary theory and critical theory.  It is one of the arguments, too, of Derek Attridge’s recent book on The Singularity of Literature—and I want to refer to Attridge again below for a number of reasons but firstly because I admire his reading and assessment of Jakobson.  And Jakobson’s closing statement created the opening for the present colloquium.  

What, at this degree of distance and here necessarily briefly, can one say about Jakobson’s Closing Statement?  There is general consensus that what Jakobson hoped would emerge has not, in fact, emerged.  If Jakobson’s declared aim was to lay the foundations of a new house to be called Linguistic Poetics, or A Linguistic Science of the Poetic Function, then it is reasonably clear that the project has not succeeded. Why not?

A few immediate thoughts come to mind.  One is that in fact his six-function schema has not ‘failed’.  His sketch of the six factors and six functions of language has been enormously influential, even if only as a starting point for alternative or more elaborate schemes.  Another thought is that his vatic remarks about the set towards the message, and the projection from the axis of selection onto that of combination, can hardly be said to have failed either.  They must (still) be among the most quoted phrases in modern stylistics, invoked equally by those who approve them and those who have never seriously attempted to implement them.  But they are also pronouncements so general as to be quite unthreatening to the vast camps of academics continuing to do normal linguistics, normal literary history, and normal literary criticism.  A final initial thought I would like to register is my belief that Jakobson must have seemed no friend to literary criticism, nor any friend, really, to the stylisticians of the time (i.e. in the early 1960’s).  And this may have been a key source of his manifesto’s subsequent failure.  Because his statement is quite explicitly a bid for authority over and ownership of poetics by linguists and linguistics.  Even the much-quoted final sentence about the “linguist deaf to the poetic function of language and the literary scholar indifferent to linguistic problems” is asymmetrical.  He suggests that the literary scholar needs to bone up on linguistic methods, while the linguist simply has to start listening or attending to an aspect of language that, it is implied, she has always been equipped to discuss.  This is more acquisition than merger or interface, clearer still at the opening of his final paragraph where he says his talk has been an attempt to vindicate “the right and duty of linguistics to direct the investigation of verbal art in all its compass and extent”.

Those, I think, are the moments of linguistic aggrandizing in Jakobson’s essay which the world of literature teaching circa 1960 must have found alarming, and imperialistic.  That world might object neither to the nice six function diagram, nor to the set towards the message, which in a sense are harmless in their universalizing transcendence of the specifics of history, genre, culture (what Attridge 1996: 39 calls the “grand synchronicity” with which Jakobson ignored the impact of history on the shifting boundaries of the poetic and the non-poetic).  But this linguistic hedgehog marching through the foxy woods of literary studies has no qualms about linguistics’ right and duty.  He even, cheekily or with subconscious effect, adapts the famous tag of the Roman, Terence (who wrote Homo sum; homini nihil a me alienum puto), to declare “Linguista sum; linguistici nihil a me alienum puto”. Why does one feel there is something even more aggrandizing about the Jakobsonian formulation, than the Terrentian?  Both men were Romans, of course, with perhaps some sense of the Roman imperium.  But to say that all kinds of thinking are open to you by virtue of your being human is less exclusive and self-assertive than making that claim by virtue of your being a linguist. 

Before leaving the apothegm about the deaf linguist and the indifferent literary scholar, let us note the curious and contentious allusion to “linguistic problems”; this echoes the topic sentence of Jakobson’s third paragraph: “Poetics deals with problems of verbal structure, just as the analysis of painting is concerned with pictorial structure.”  I am impelled to wonder what verbal or linguistic “problems” he had in mind.  I am immediately suspicious of the literary stylistician who claims to deal with problems: we are not language therapists, or writing coaches.  Where are the linguistic problems in or with Shakespeare’s sonnet 129 (“Th’expence of spirit…”), for example?  And look closely (like a Jakobsonian poetician) at Jakobson’s sentence: 

Poetics                                deals with              problems of verbal structure

just as

the analysis of painting     is concerned with              pictorial structure

There is no balancing mention, here, of problems of pictorial structure, whatever they might have been; so again we confront an asymmetry which might prompt us to question whether everything in this manifesto is as logical and reasonable, as underwritten by principles of (to use a Jakobsonian word) equivalence, as the text strives to proclaim.

There are more specific objections one can raise concerning the Jakobsonian picture of poetics—beginning with a recognition of its relative paucity of comment on narrative and narrative art (as glaring as Bakhtin’s almost reciprocal inability to deal adequately with poetry, especially lyric poetry), a “transitional linguistic area”, Jakobson alleges, between the strictly poetic and the strictly referential (Jakobson, 1996: 31).

Like many contemporary stylisticians, Attridge has objections to Jakobson’s ahistorical and arbitrary confidence in his own identification of ‘relevant’ marked structures in poems. But even he concedes the following point, concerning “the real power of Jakobson’s proposal”:

It seems to me very helpful to think of poetic discourse—at least that which characterizes one identifiable type of poetry—as a discourse in which the reader is encouraged, by the text itself and by the cultural matrix within which it is presented, to derive ‘meaning’ (let us leave that word as vague as we can) from a number of linguistic features over and above the usual operations of lexis and syntax. (Attridge 1996: 43)

Attridge goes on to talk approvingly of the extra semantic richness in poetic language “brought into play by a heightened sense [in the reader presumably] of potential equivalences” (1996: 43), although he hastens to add that this can hardly be the one and only explanation of poetic distinctiveness.  Another he proposes  is ‘the contravention of linguistic rules’, and contravention looms quite large in Attridge’s recent defence of literature, The Singularity of Literature (2004), but not just contravention of linguistic rules or norms. In the earlier paper Attridge proceeds to demonstrate how Jakobson’s own rhetorical declarations to the effect that poetic analysis is an essentially mechanical procedure, drawing on a thorough and comprehensive linguistic knowledge, objective and scientific, free from the subjective impressions and cultural tastes and assumptions, is undercut by his own analyses of poems.  As a result, he observes, “Jakobson’s ‘empirical’ studies of poems are perhaps not as far removed from the maligned activity of critics who ‘foist their own tastes and opinions on creative literature’ as he liked to think” (Attridge 1996: 44).  I read such conclusions with a strong sense of an old, one might even say ‘binary’ opposition being dramatized and then deconstructed: the old binary myth of reactionary taste-driven critics and progressive, empirical linguists.  It turns out, at least if Attridge is right, that Jakobson aims, like much literary criticism, “to persuade the reader of the magnitude of the poet’s achievement” (Attridge: 45).  


Are we, literary linguists working this long half century after Jakobson, in fact still in the business of persuading the reader, rather than using science incontrovertibly to show or explain to readers?  I think the reality is that we do a bit of both: we do some persuading and some explaining.  And in another sense we do neither.  Whatever persuading we attempt we seek to support by something more than the passion of our advocacy and the sensitivity of intuitions: we try to ground the persuasion in arguments, reason, and evidence.  And whatever explaining we do, of how poems work, how effects in readers are achieved, and how language is used to make literature, is rarely of a kind that approximates scientific proof, or assimilatable to scientific standards of hypothesis-formulation and falsifiability. 

2. Jakobson and Repetition

But turning back to Jakobson's Closing Statement once more, I was also struck by the kinds of poetic equivalence he found in the various short poems he analyzed.  There is always an emphasis on kinds of pattern, network, correspondence, or structuration, at one linguistic level (such as the syllable) or another.  Jakobson scarcely looked at prose, and seems to have been doubtful about its potential for anything like the same degree of patterning as was to be found in the short poem.  At the same time the technology of his day—before computers, before digitization, before rapidly searchable electronic corpora—would not have encouraged him to think otherwise.  The kind of latent verbal patterning to be found pervading everyday language, today often denoted by the term collocation, was impossible to study systematically in Jakobson’s day (but it would be interesting to know quite what Jakobson thought of Firth’s embryonic ideas about collocation).  Over the last thirty years, technological conditions have become somewhat different (but not fundamentally different)—different enough to encourage a new tradition of prose stylistics, a stylistics of fiction, which can chart kinds of repetition, and therefore kinds of equivalence, in ways hitherto analytically difficult or unappealing.  Not that either the word equivalence or the word repetition is quite right here, since what are of interest when we look at wordings in narratives are the ways we can perceive foregrounded samenesses or recurrences in the course of what is inexorably experiential change.  

Consider this old favourite, taken from Halliday:

Algy met a bear.  The bear was bulgy. The bulge was Algy.

The last word of the third sentence is in one sense identical to the first word of the first sentence, and looks just the same, so in a sense is a repetition and the bond between the two arguably constitutes a kind of equivalence.  On the other hand the Algy of sentence 1 is subject and agent, while the Algy of sentence 3 is Complement and Identified and Value (under a systemic linguistic description).  More importantly, in any context of use of this narrative, the Algy of sentence 3 is an older and a sadder person, if indeed he is still a person at all.  So here in miniature we have some of the rudiments of narrative poetics: there is prima facie (the illusion of) repetition and equivalence, in the service of the necessary change that we require in narrative. The paradox that repetition can bring change is a fundamental narratological principle.

3. Literary Singularity and Literary Repetition
There are only a few scholars within Stylistics today, I believe, whom one can still think of as actively continuing to engage with Jakobsonian ideas.  There are distinguished authorities on Jakobson's voluminous work, perhaps most notably Linda Waugh, who has done so much to organize and publish Jakobson’s papers; but those active today in stylistics or poetics who pay direct attention to Jakobson are, to the best of my knowledge, relatively few. They include Richard Cureton (e.g. Cureton 2000 and 2002), Derek Attridge, and Nigel Fabb (e.g., Fabb 2002); naming them as Jakobson-influenced is not to suggest they accept everything or even most of his ideas. But each of them, like Jakobson but perhaps attempting to improve on his proposals, has attempted to say something about the motivations that impel us to devote the time and energy we do on poetry or literature, and each has paid some attention to questions of language and linguistic structure in the course of formulating their ideas: each has attempted to re-fashion the bridge between linguistics and poetics. Here however I will comment only on some of Attridge’s recent ideas, which I see as closest to my own thinking, as presented in recent book The Singularity of Literature (2004).
Literature is singular, according to Attridge, since it requires what he calls Invention, over and above any presence of creativity and originality.  How does he define these three key terms?  Creativity is, for him, essentially any making of new things (as distinct from making things new)—even if the new thing is much like many similar things made by oneself or others previously.  And originality is in his scheme a faculty of being innovative relative to the surrounding culture, by making or doing something which challenges that culture’s norms and habitual ways of doing/making; the result is that the product is new not just to the maker—as in creativity—but also to the culture.  When we come to invention however, and the inventiveness of literary art, Attridge argues we encounter not just the ephemeral challenge-to-cultural-norms that originality enables, but a permanent and enduring challenge: literature does not decay or erode or lose its power (to move, inspire, even—despite multiple readings—to surprise) over time, so that in this sense a literary text’s signification is comparatively free (but it does not ‘transcend’: Attridge denies that his theory entails transcendence at any point—in the writer, in the text, or in the reader) of the controlling and shaping forces of history (and are therefore works which cannot be comprehensively explained by historical analysis;  nor does it require historical analysis by the reader as a prerequisite of understanding or recognition).  But “to respond to a work of art as inventive is to share in the present something of the inventiveness whereby it was brought into being” (Attridge, 2005: 391).  The response is necessarily culturally embedded, emerging out of the senses of Self and Other that a particular cultural nexus makes available or relevant.  Literary invention certainly involves an author, as an origin (not the only origin) of textual meaning; the reader’s sense of literature’s authoredness distinguishes its complexity and beauty from those we might attribute to various ‘singular and other’ natural phenomena.  The latter lack invention.  Being authored, literary works inevitably carry ideology and ethical preferences.

In some respects Attridge’s emphasis on the singularity of literary works connects, I believe, to a small debate I have been having with some literary linguistic and corpus linguistic colleagues concerning a special difficulty that arises in the corpus linguistic analysis of literary texts: I have suggested that whereas the standard corpus linguistic assumption is that considerable insight about the specific types and uses of language can emerge once a sufficiently large and representative sample is consulted (the corpus), and that furthermore one can, for example, deduce many of the defining lexicogrammatical characteristics of the single instance from study of the many, this is very much less true in relation to literary texts.  Literary texts are subject to genre constraints and are almost inescapably in dialogue intertextually with other literary and non-literary discourses, certainly; but even so, individual literary works are not ‘samples’ of a type or genre or larger whole to anything like the extent that this is true of most extra-literary uses of language.  Each literary text is understood and received as a relatively free-standing and complete contribution, not as a sample from a large silo labelled Literature (or Modernist Short Stories or Jacobean Sonnets).  Whereas something of that predictability, justifying the development of ‘local grammars’ for the description of the lexicogrammar of particular genres or text-types, can be more confidently posited by corpus linguists looking at newspaper editorials, or science-article abstracts, or the language of committee meetings or service encounters or talk at the hairdressers.  A counterpart of Attridge’s emphasis on the singular inventiveness of literary works is my conviction that the individual literary work (a Munro story, a Heaney poem) cannot, in any useful way, be treated as a ‘sample’ of anything else.
The paradox of the singularity and uniqueness of literary works is that, by the same token, repetition is crucial to them in at least two senses.  The ‘external’ sense in which repetition is crucial to them is that, more than any other kind of text, the literary text bears repetition (re-reading, performing again, reinterpreting, intertextual uptake in other works), without wearing out.  The ‘internal’ sense (of greater interest to me here), is that the literary text tends to exploit, within itself, more kinds of more repetition than any other kind of text known to me.  It does not do the latter only, of course: a literary text has to ‘say something’, project an idea or a picture, as it were.  But even in its invention, the literary text is oriented to repetition—e.g., to inventively casting a following phrase or line as echoically linkable to a previous one, thereby achieving (over and over again) a focussing and depth of texture again atypical in non-literary discourse.  The achieving of ‘depth’ logically follows from this saying more about one focussed-upon thing (or set of things), rather than shifting the attention to something thoroughly new.  
At this point it needs to be acknowledged that by repetition in literary discourse I do not mean ‘absolute duplication’, which, if one could achieve it, would indeed seem to be maximally redundant and inefficient—the very opposite of our intuitions about literature.  But then genuine ‘absolute duplication’ repetition is harder to achieve than is superficially assumed.  The sequential and temporal nature of language means that in the line from Keats’s “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” And there I shut her wild wild eyes, the second wild’s effect is different from the first’s, by virtue of coming immediately after the first.  Hence here, as so often in this most blatant and immediate form of repetition, we do not have redundant duplication.  

It seems to me that the most powerful and simplest message we can take from Jakobson’s reflections on language and poetry is that a fundamental principle of verbal art is repetition (‘full’ or ‘partial’).  Recently I watched again (a repetition) the film Casablanca, and was struck by the number of memorable quotations the film contains, including police inspector Louis’s command to his men to “Round up the usual suspects!”  Later in the film Louis proudly and surely also mockingly tells the visiting German commandant that, after a recent terrorist outrage, he ordered his men to round up “twice the number of usual suspects”—repetition by doubling.  But of course the most memorable phrase in the entire film is the line “Play it again, Sam”—except as is widely known, this is a misremembering of the requests made severally to the piano-player first by the Ingrid Bergman character and later by the maudlin Bogart character: both of them actually say things like “Play it, Sam” and “Play it for me”.  So in recalling the line as “Play it again, Sam” we have collectively, with a helping nudge from Woody Allen who used it as a film title, invented a repetition where none strictly exists.

Now Jakobson himself did not quite nominate repetition as at the defining core of verbal art.  He said that verbal art arose where the poetic function was dominant and that one could recognize the poetic function, “promoting the palpability of signs”, by a focus on the message for its own sake.  This can be interpreted in various ways, but when it comes to exemplification, all Jakobson’s examples in my opinion amount to valuing of repetition.  Why say horrible Harry and not dreadful Harry, Jakobson asks, and then suggest that the speaker without realizing it has clung to “the poetic device of paronomasia”, the latter being a grand rhetorical term for one form of repetition.  Similarly the famous I like Ike example is essentially built on several types of (partial) repetition.  The Jakobsonian dictum specifies as much: “The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of combination” (1996: 17).  Here a crucial word is projects: units are co-selected in the same syntagm as if they were equivalent when they are not, fully (if they were, there would be no ‘projection’).  The projection of equivalence is a treating of two distinct segments in the verbal sequence as significantly matched, equal, or repeated, where the equivalence is partial not complete.  Thus we say that the words shop and top rhyme, but would not say this of the two words posh and pot; and we even say that the two lines ending with shop and top rhyme (when, again, only the final syllable of each of those lines is a full repetition).

So one answer to the recurrent questions ‘what makes literature literature?’ and ‘What is fundamental to the poetics of literature?’ is, I believe, that literature exploits and privileges repetition—kinds of repetition, or repetitions with kinds of difference, but repetitions all the same.  I think it is not difficult to characterize many literary schemes and tropes, for example, as forms of repetition: rhyme as partial phonic repetition, rhythm and metre as repetition of pulse or beat, assonance and alliteration as consonantal and vocalic repetition, and so on.  In Hoey’s important book of 1991 he talks of words from the same lexical sets or semantic fields as in a complex paraphrase relation—although he doesn’t pursue this topic very far, preferring to focus on what he perhaps controversially treats as full repetitions (controversial as he is prepared to treat referential pronouns as ‘repetitions’ of adjacent full noun phrases).  And what of collocation, and the whole business that Hoey now calls lexical priming—the local, often genre- or text-type-specific tendency of certain words to co-occur?  Such collocations or primings are, in my view, the output of repetitions (hence essentially a matter of frequency, which is crucial before any more psychological or cognitive explanation is hazarded).  Thus Hoey argues there is a set of semantic associations (at least in the travel literature genre if not beyond) of roughly this sequence: 

SMALL PLACE is a NUMBER-TIME-JOURNEY – (by VEHICLE) – from LARGER PLACE  (Hoey 2005: 18) 
and sentences such as the following, from the opening of a Bill Bryson travel book, are cited in support of the claim: 

In winter Hammerfest is a thirty-hour ride by bus from Oslo, though why anyone would want to go there in winter is a question worth considering.
If the postulated sequencing of semantic units is ‘idiomatic’ in travel writing, then it must be the product of comparative repetitive frequency, or habitual formulation. Now in the case of lexical repetitions in literary texts, one is inclined to say their often-vaunted ‘creativity’ or originality implies that they are not just the deployment of standard semantic-unit sequencing.  Given the sequence Hoey has characterized above, there is little ‘creative’ about saying that Gillileje is a one-hour bus-ride from Copenhagen .  In summary, literature—poetry—even if it is richly bound up, formally and functionally, with kinds of repetition, it is surely not just a matter of repetition.  Besides, there is a whole field of language usually regarded as particularly richly deployed in literary texts that cannot easily be cast as a form of repetition, namely figurative language, irony and litotes and, especially, metaphor.  

Of course I am just one of a long line of people who have emphasized the importance of repetition.  I won’t today go back to the seminal study of Kierkegaard on repetition, but will just note that, for instance, Ronald Carter emphasizes the role of repetition in the creativity within casual conversation, in his Language and Creativity.  And early in his study he in turn quotes Deborah Tannen, who has claimed that “the central linguistic meaning-making strategy, a limitless resource for individual creativity and interpersonal involvement” (7-8).  I also devoted a whole chapter to repetition in Toolan (1996), trying to tease out some of the implications of the integrational linguistic assumption that communication is essentially non-repetitive, but that somehow interactants come to impose a framework of repetition upon the buzzing, booming confusion of signs, endlessly arising and passing away from our attention.

Space limitations prevent a proper discussion of Carter’s book here, but I would note in passing his general speculation that uses of repetition between speakers often seems to foster empathy or affective convergence.  This is an idea that has often been voiced, e.g., in passim remarks of John Sinclair, and is often paired with observation of how non-repetitive wording in talk may signal conflict or resistance.  Of course things are less simple than this—it is easy to repeat another’s words mockingly or ironically, for example.  But the first thing to notice is that there is no logical reason why repetition should foster empathy or, if the direction of influence is in the other direction, no logical reason why empathetic speakers should reflect this by means of verbal repetition of each other.  Except that, at a minimum, other-speaker repetition suggests careful attention to the previous speaker’s talk.  And attention must be a precondition for both liking and disliking of an other’s language.
4. Imagine Being Kevin.

At this point I would like to turn to the Seamus Heaney poem, “St Kevin and the Blackbird”.  
"St Kevin and the Blackbird"

And then there was St Kevin and the blackbird.

The saint is kneeling, arms stretched out, inside

His cell, but his cell is narrow, so

One turned-up palm is out the window, stiff

As a crossbeam, when a blackbird lands

And lays in it and settles down to nest.

Kevin feels the warm eggs, the small breast, the tucked

Neat head and claws and, finding himself linked

Into the network of eternal life,

Is moved to pity: now he must hold his hand

Like a branch out in the sun and rain for weeks

Until the young are hatched and fledged and flown.

                             *

And since the whole thing's imagined anyhow,

Imagine being Kevin. Which is he?

Self-forgetful or in agony all the time

From the neck on out down through his hurting fore-

            arms?

Are his fingers sleeping? Does he still feel his knees?

Or has the shut-eyed blank of underearth

Crept up through him? Is there distance in his head?

Alone and mirrored clear in love's deep river,

"To labour and not to seek reward," he prays,

A prayer his body makes entirely

For he has forgotten self, forgotten bird
And on the riverbank forgotten the river's name.

from The Spirit Level (Faber, 1996), bold added
How much repetition is there in this poem, and how important is it?  We can begin by simply noting some of the poem’s most noticeable lexical repetitions.  In the version of the poem reprinted above, I have put certain words in bold simply to highlight the repetition links between the title and subsequent lines: a total of eight links, which do not include the indirect repetitions implicit in pronouns—e.g., the way every he and his substitutes for a full repetition of the saint’s name.  In some ways more interesting are the remarkably local full repetitions (where a more expectable pronominal substitution has been spurned: e.g., lines 2-3, which include “inside// His cell, but his cell is narrow”.  And then there is the repeating with difference in one stanza what has already been reported in the previous: as when stanza 1 describes the saint’s arms stretched out and stanza 2 party tells us this again:  One turned-up palm is out the window.  And this in turn is reformulated … he must hold his hand// Like a branch out in the sun and rain.  When you are told things this often, you begin to believe they are true; until you are told the whole thing’s imagined.  Another kind of repetition are the triples, of verbs (and their surrounding phrases), with concomitant ellipted elements.  That is to say, in some of these it is the ellipted material which is the repeated material (as in the first example, where a blackbird must be retrieved as subject of lays and settles down), while in others some ellipted repeated material occurs alongside some overt repetition (as in the last example, with ellipted he has and overt forgotten; this example also shows how one kind of repetition does not preclude another, since it contains repetition of river in addition):

a blackbird lands //And lays in it and settles down to nest

Until the young are hatched and fledged and flown.
he has forgotten self, forgotten bird // And on the riverbank forgotten the river's name.
As for half-rhymes and assonantial repetitions with re-arrangement, I will only point to a few.  There is no orthodox line-rhyming here, but it feels motivated rather than accidental that the first and last tercets of the first half of the poem end with so and flown, while those of the second half end with time and name. And more localized forms of sound recurrence are surely at work in the phrase linked // Into the network of eternal life; or, a line earlier, in the assonance of warm eggs and small breast.
Set against these and other repetitions in the poem, there are elements that are striking and foregrounded, or distracting attractors, by virtue of not being a repetition or an echo or predicted by anything that has gone before.  One such, in this short poem of straightforward vocabulary, is the nonce word underearth (not to be found with this sense, and unhyphenated, in the OED).  But the most prominent novel element is the poem’s final focus: the riverbank by the river whose name Kevin has forgotten. Is Kevin’s cell by a river? There is no mention of one in the first four stanzas’ description.  The only previous mention of a river in the poem was four lines earlier: love’s deep river.  So the river is no concrete entity in the context or world in which Kevin and the blackbird and the cell are concrete entities; the river is no more graspable than the abstract idea, love (or, on a less persuasive interpretation of love’s deep river, the river is some quality possessed by love).  Suffice it to say that, one way or another, in its abstraction, metaphoricality and deictic unanchoredness, you cannot grasp and hold this love-river the way Kevin can have and hold the blackbird and her eggs. So there is a powerful and unrepeatable world-shift when we get to the final line, where Kevin is depicted as if kneeling by a real riverbank, blanking on a real river’s name.  But by this point we are caught up rather than disturbed by the situation, our mental labours their own reward; aided by the poem, we have imagined the whole thing.
I have been reviewing ideas of repetition and otherness and invention, which seem to lie at the heart of poetics and the poetic function, and I have reported Attridge’s thesis that Literature enables or compels a particular fascinating apprehension of the Other, and therefore of the self.  That apprehension of the Other comes to Heaney’s Saint Kevin, I think, when we are told he is Alone and mirrored clear, near the end of the poem.  Yes he is alone in a sense, but in his circumstances, this long spot of time he must devotedly maintain, having put all the blackbird’s eggs in the one basket of his hand, then he is exceptionally mirrored too, and able to see himself especially clearly and detachedly.  

And now upon reflection (if you will forgive the pun), I cannot think of one ‘thing’ in the world that more succinctly unites these ideas of repetition and otherness than the mirror.  Of course it doesn’t have to be a manufactured mirror, a glass with silvered backing; any plane of relatively still water, for example, will do, including a river.  Any such mirror repeats what faces it, including one’s own face and body if that is what confronts it. Nor does one quite see the face that others ordinarily see (due to the left-right longitudinal reversal, which re-presents your right-side features as on your left, and vice versa): the ‘you’ you see is not identical to the you that others see.  Even without that complication, in seeing one’s face or body in a mirror one sees oneself as an Other, as subtly or shockingly different from what one normally sees oneself as, in a mirror-free world.  We need poems as we need mirrors, even if we might conceivably get by without them.  The mirror enables an early form of self-reflexivity, that defining property for integrational linguists of humans as language-using and language-making animals.

As for us readers, we of course are invited to picture Kevin and the blackbird, and look into the other mind that is Kevin’s, from the very beginning of the poem; but especially when we are enjoined “Imagine being Kevin.”  But arguably the most important pointer to the essence of verbal art comes in the immediately previous line: since the whole thing's imagined anyhow,//Imagine being Kevin. The whole thing’s imagined anyhow; but no less real for that.  Incidentally if there’s an ambiguity around the word anyhow in Heaney’s line, I think it is safe to say he intends anyhow here in the concessive sense, as in ‘at any rate’, and not in the manner sense, as in ‘in no particular fashion’.  On the contrary, the point about the literary imaginings that poets cause readers to experience is that they are not done anyhow, but by meticulously prepared means. 

Heaney is reminding us of the essential point that literature or poetry imagines into existence a little local fragment-of-a-world which the reader/listener reconstructs, experiences, inhabits, evaluates, reacts to, and takes comfort from.  And being newly recognized, literature can have deep therapeutic functions; a poet’s work can help heal a whole community, or at least console it.

5. What poets can show and tell linguists

Who knows language better, the poet or the linguist?  Linguists often claim, and are often assumed, to be able to tell the rest of us ‘how a language works’, but as often as not what the linguist ends up telling us are those things he/she knows about, such as that a language, especially a written language, comprises a vocabulary divisible into word-classes, that these form complexes known as phrases, that the chaining of these phrases and the constituency or government relations between these phrases, built around verbs or clauses, are of particular kinds, and so on.  But all this abstraction and structuralism sometimes seems a long way away from telling us ‘how a language works’.  Sometimes linguists seem to me the sort of people who record speaker A insulting speaker B and confidently explain to us that speaker A’s speech act was an insult.  In other words there is—in my view--a rampant circularity about a good deal of what linguists report, concerning how language works.

Can poets, who in a sense are often the most gifted and versatile users of the language, do any better?  Sometimes I think they can, even though they do not set out to tell us how a language works.  They aim to do other things, which I lightly rehearsed earlier, but in the course of doing those other things perhaps they show and tell how a language, fully engaged, works.  In briefest summary, what poets show and tell linguists is that language can always be adapted and refashioned, to meet and to articulate or construe new demands, new circumstances.  No arena of human activity so eloquently demonstrates the indeterminacy and impermanence of language, the potential specificity or uniqueness or newness of the meanings it enables, than literary art.

Here, the experiential element is crucial.  Take consciousness, this mysterious preoccupation of such a large swathe of western culture since at least the Enlightenment if not rather longer than that.  It is not quite that literature describes mental activity more richly and fully than will perhaps ever be achieved by the brain sciences or philosophy or psychology; to say that would suggest delusion or a category mistake.  But consider literature’s representation of what might be going on in other people’s minds, representation in a form that is readily accessible to the ordinary reader to the point that they enjoy the illusion of examining and even experiencing another person’s thoughts.  This is something that arguably we can never experience to any elaborated extent by other means, and I these representations literature can show and tell linguists and the rest of us a great deal.  These are not objective or scientific or falsifiable representations, of course; but they are remarkably compelling and rhetorically persuasive.  They cause many intelligent, rational, non-credulous readers to become immersed in the mental dramas depicted: engaged, angry, surprised, appalled, shedding real tears of anger or joy or compassion.

In his book Consciousness and the Modern Novel (2002), David Lodge has reminded us yet again of this crucial ability of modern fiction to be able to dramatize and indeed to appear to characterize more fully than another form or discipline, the nature of human consciousness.  He takes as an example Henry James’s rich depiction of Kate Croy’s mental life at the very opening of The Wings of a Dove:

She waited, Kate Croy, for her father to come in, but he kept her unconscionably, and there were moments at which she showed herself, in the glass over the mantel, a face positively pale with the irritation that had brought her to the point of going away without sight of him. It was at this point, however, that she remained; changing her place, moving from the shabby sofa to the armchair upholstered in a glazed cloth that gave at once--she had tried it--the sense of the slippery and of the sticky. She had looked at the sallow prints on the walls and at the lonely magazine, a year old, that combined, with a small lamp in coloured glass and a knitted white centre-piece wanting in freshness, to enhance the effect of the purplish cloth on the principal table; she had above all from time to time taken a brief stand on the small balcony to which the pair of long windows gave access. The vulgar little street, in this view, offered scant relief from the vulgar little room; its main office was to suggest to her that the narrow black house-fronts, adjusted to a standard that would have been low even for backs, constituted quite the publicity implied by such privacies. One felt them in the room exactly as one felt the room--the hundred like it or worse--in the street. Each time she turned in again, each time, in her impatience, she gave him up, it was to sound to a deeper depth, while she tasted the faint flat emanation of things, the failure of fortune and of honour. If she continued to wait it was really in a manner that she mightn't add the shame of fear, of individual, of personal collapse, to all the other shames. To feel the street, to feel the room, to feel the table-cloth and the centre-piece and the lamp, gave her a small salutary sense at least of neither shirking nor lying. This whole vision was the worst thing yet--as including in particular the interview to which she had braced herself; and for what had she come but for the worst? She tried to be sad so as not to be angry, but it made her angry that she couldn't be sad. And yet where was misery, misery too beaten for blame and chalk-marked by fate like a "lot" at a common auction, if not in these merciless signs of mere mean stale feelings?

Lodge also notes that Noam Chomsky, for instance, has said: "It is quite possible... that we will always learn more about human life and personality from novels than from scientific psychology."  The arch-linguist, Chomsky, acknowledging what the arch-poet, James, can tell him and us about ‘human life and personality’—and not just for the present, but ‘always’.  One notices that Chomsky does not include ‘language’ alongside ‘human life and personality’.   Well he wouldn’t, would he?  But I would.  A passage like the Kate Croy one, just like the Middlemarch chapter discussed by Wallace Chafe (this volume), and just like Heaney’s poem about St Kevin, shows us that language is constantly available for adjustment and renewal, just as surely as we and the furniture of our lives change, adjust and alter from moment to moment, day to day, and year to year.  

In devising the title ‘What do poets show and tell linguists?’ I wanted to evoke the hallowed narratological distinction between showing and telling: the distinction between demonstrating (doing) and thereby perhaps informing, and simply informing.  These twin resources of narration are invaluable means of communicating, informing, expressing oneself and connecting with others, intellectually, emotionally, and physically; each has its merits. But perhaps poets chiefly show, while linguists chiefly tell, how language works and how the innumerable forms of language, including poetry, work.  Or we might say that by virtue of writing a poem or a story, the poet shows what language can do, and we – whoever we are: linguists of the Jakobsonian persuasion, undeaf to the poetic function, critics, ordinary people – can learn a good deal not only about ourselves and our values but, integrated with these, our language and language-making potential, from what these poems and stories show.  So I am here emphasizing the idea that poems and stories, the cultural category of literature as a whole, shows things.  Appropriately, Mary Louise Pratt distinguished literary texts as ‘display texts’ (1977: 132-151).  Admittedly, she had literary narratives particularly in mind, but her emphasis is on the idea that display texts are fashioned to be examined closely, really looked at, to the point I would say that we become figuratively immersed or absorbed into them, hence emotionally and intellectually and ethically caught up in them—the work’s deictic centre(s) and emotional centre(s) become ours, that is we imaginatively adopt them, for the duration of the reading.  And that emphasis holds good for all literary forms. Other kinds of texts, e.g. legal texts, are of course also intended to be looked at really closely, but there is little of the deictic, cognitive, ethical, and emotional involvement in those transactional ‘telling’ texts that we find in literature.  Or if there is, it is because they have some claim to literary status. Literary texts mirror or show the most interesting, inventive, challenging, other-revealing patterns of repetition.
The two main preoccupations of this essay, I think, rather uncannily reflect two of the largest preoccupations of several of the talks given during the Copenhagen Linguistics and Poetics conference.  One is repetition, and kinds of repetition (with, for me, a special interest in lexical repetition); the other is the representation of consciousness, the illusion of seeing into and even imagining one is experiencing other minds.  To me the deepest puzzle remains this: how does repetition connect to imaginings of consciousness?  I want to end with a few simple avowals (articles of faith) concerning what are for me desiderata of or in the poetic text, and simply repeat that these are things poets show us:
1. The poetic text involves a mental picturing
2. This in turn involves kinds of repetition harnessed to kinds of storytelling and metaphoricity

3. These in turn are harnessed to representings of consciousness
4. This entails and requires attention, immersion, and emotion in the reader
5. Concomitantly, the poetic text and its reader carry a presumption of the text’s imaginedness, or fictionality, 

6. All the latter phenomena (attention, immersion, fictionality, etc.) involve multiple text-world switches.

References

Attridge, Derek.  1996 [1987]. Closing Statement: Linguistics and poetics in retrospect. In N. Fabb, D. Attridge, A. Durant and C. MacCabe, eds., The Linguistics of Writing, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987, 15-32.  Reprinted in J.-J. Weber, ed., The Stylistics Reader, London: Arnold, 1996, 36-53.

Attridge, Derek.  2004.  The Singularity of Literature.  London: Routledge.
Attridge, Derek.  2005.  A response to Rob Pope. Language and Literature. 14:4, 390-392.
Carter, Ronald. 2004.  Language and Creativity: The Art of Common Talk. London: Routledge. 
Cureton Richard 2000. Jakobson revisited: poetics, subjectivity, and temporality, in Journal of English Linguistics vol 28:4, 354-92.

Cureton, Richard. 2002. Schizophrenic Poetics: A Proposed Cure,  Journal of English Linguistics vol 30:1, 91-110.

Fabb, Nigel. 2002. Language and Literary Structure: The Linguistic Analysis of Form in Verse and Narrative. Cambridge: CUP.

Hoey, Michael. 1991. Patterns of Lexis in Text. Oxford: OUP.
Jakobson, Roman. 1960. Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics.  In: Thomas A. Sebeok, ed.,  Style In Language, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 350-377. Reprinted in J.-J. Weber, ed., The Stylistics Reader, London: Arnold, 1996, 10-35.

Tannen, Deborah. 1989. Talking voices: repetition, dialogue, and imagery in conversational discourse. Cambridge: CUP.
Toolan, Michael. 1996. Total Speech: An integrational linguistic approach to language.  Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press.

Michael Toolan

Department of English

University of Birmingham

Edgbaston Park Road,

Birmingham B15 2TT

United Kingdom



