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ROBERT GRAVES'S “LANGUAGE OF THE SEASONS'’

A Linguistic Approach to Poetic Analysis

C.C. Bowley.

(University of Auckland)

LANGUAGE OF THE SEASONS

Living among orchards, we are ruled
By the four seasons necessarily:
This from unseasonable frosts we learn

Or from usurping suns and haggard flowers-
Legitimist our disapproval.

Weather we knew, not seasons, in the city
Where, seasonless, orange and orchid shone,
Knew it by heavy overcoat or light,

Framed love in later terminologies

Than here, where we report how weight of snow,
Or weight of fruit, tears branches from the tree.

As the subtitle indicates there is the possibility of more than one type of analysis
of a poem. One must allow for various non-linguistic analyses of poems - psychological,
philosophical, biographical, and evaluative to name some. Non-linguistic, however, should
not be interpreted too narrowly. An evaluative approach, for example, may be expected
to presuppose at least some linguistic analysis. But what I mean by a linguistic approach
to poetic analysis is one that differs from other approaches by the kind of information
that it proposes to supply. A linguistic approach is restricted to providing us with infor-
mation about the language of the poem.

For the purposes of analysis language is broken down into a number of aspects
or levels. Without arguing a case, I shall specify the linguistic aspects of a poetic
text that need to be analysed. There are the formal aspects of a text, its grammar and
and lexis, and the phonolgical aspects. The latter, of course, are not represented directly
in a written representation of a poem but have to be inferred from the writing system and
the linguistic form. Phonemes, for example, are inferred from letters, while features such
as stress and intonation (which are relevant to rhythm and metre) can be inferred only
from the study of form since they are not directly represented in the writing system.

The analysis of a poem’s context of situation is perhaps the most controversial
aspect of linguistic analysis of a poem, though not necessarily for language in general.
Unlike other kinds of language, a poem does not exist in a context of situation, but
creates its own context of situation. The reader or critic or linguist has to propose
within the poem a context of situation which is appropriate to the form. This process
can be referred to as contextualization. The form-situation relations derived by con-
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textualization are difficult to categorize and make explicit. Though it is inadequate,
semantics is the main type of analysis relevant here.

Different theories of linguistics have provided different methods for describing
these language aspects. Several of them have been used for poetic analysis. The Trager
and Smith phonological analysis has been applied in the description of prosodic aspects
of a poem by Seymour Chatman, Hawkes and Epstein, and others. Transformational-
generative grammar has been applied by Thorne and Ohmann. Immediate constituent
analysis has been applied by W. Nelson Francis; Hill has demonstrated some of the
possibilities of semantic analysis.]

The approach adopted here leans heavily on the work of Halliday, MclIntosh and
Sinclair in grammatical and lexical analysis, and of Abercrombie in phonology.

Linguists have so far concentrated their main effort on the theoretical aspects
of alinguistic analysis of poetry, and literature. There have been few papers where an
analysis of a poem has been conducted. Among the more useful of these are Sinclair’s
analysis of Philip Larkin’s First Sight, Halliday’s of Yeats’ Leda and the Swan, and
W. Nelson Francis’s of Dylan Thomas' Altarwise by owl-light, Samuel Levin’s of
Shakespeare’s Sonnet 30; and Seymour Chatman’s of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18. All these
analyses, except that of Levin, are partial linguistic analyses, considering grammar
or phonology or sometimes lexis and semantics but not usually all of these. My analysis,
here, therefore will differ from others previously offered in being more comprehensive, -
though not necessarily as delicate in its treatment of detail, as some of the others. The
emphasis will fall on phonological and formal analysis and only partially on contextual
analysis.

In the linguistic description that follows I have tried to keep to a minimum any
explanation of the terms and methods that I am following. I provide brief explanations
only where the terms or methods are likely to be entirely strange and differ most from
familiar terms and methods of analysis. Such is the case with the analysis of the metre

and rhythm of the poem.

1 The relevant articles and books by the linguists mentioned in this and the following two paragraphs
are listed in the bibliography.
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In Chart I you will find an analysis of the metre and thythm of the poem.

CHART 1
No. of Feet.
|/ x x x | /x | A x x |/ 4
xx|/|/x|/x|/xx| 4
/xxl/xxxl/x|/| 4
Axxxl/x|/x|/x|/x| §
Axl/xl/xl/x|/xl 5
/'xx |/ | ax |/ xxx |/ x | 5
/N xx |/ xx |/ x |/ | 5
/xxl/xl/xxx|/| 4
/' |/ x |/ x x x |/ x x 4
x |/ | axxx |/ x |/ x |/ 5
x |/ x |/ |/ |/ x x x |/ | 5

The method is one based on that of Professor Abercrombie. The method is both the
same and different from traditional analysis of these aspects of language. Like traditional
scansion this method recognises two kinds of syllable, strong and weak, marked by /
and x respectively. The syllable marking here represents a fairly standard reading of
the poem though of course in some cases the marking is optional.

Some readers would,
for example, take the opening piece as

I/ xzl/ |/ x|

Living among orchards,

instead of
I/ x x x|/ x|
Living among orchards.

Such optional readings are not very frequent and would not significantly alter the over-all
analysis.

The strong and weak syllables are grouped into feet, which are the units of rhythm
as in traditional analysis. However the principle on which syllables are grouped .into
feet differs from the traditional one. Syllables are grouped into a foot on the basis of an
initial strong syllable and following optional weak syllables. The foot therefore runs

from one strong syllable to the next strong syllable. A bar (|)is used to indicate a foot
boundary.
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In a given stretch there may be one or more weak syllables before a strong syllable
is reached. These weak syllables are grouped as part of a foot but a caret ()is included
initially to indicate that the first syllable is not strong. Such proclitic feet are found
after a pause or caesura e.g.

|/7x x x|/ x |ax x|/

Living among orchards, we are ruled

Feet are relatively isochronous, each foot taking approximately the same length of time.
This provides the basis for the claim that the foot division for the rhythm in Abercrombie’s
analysis is not arbitrary as it is, for example, in traditional metrical scansion.

It is the proportions of different kinds of feet that constitute the rhythm of the
poem. If, for example, each foot were bisyllabic, or even most were, then the rhythm
would be bisyllabic. Likewise a trisyllabic rhythm is a rhythm based on the regular
use of trisyllabic feet. Rhythm which makes regular use of a particular kind of foot is
regular thythm; otherwise the rhythm is irregular. The rhythmic difference between much
verse and prose is that the former tends to a regular rhythm; while the latter remains
irregular. The analysis of feet-type shown in Chart II shows that the rhythm here is
irregular.

CHART I
Type of Foot Number Percentage
monosyllabic 11 22
bisyllabic 20 40
trisyllabic 7 14
tetra-syllabic 7 14
proclitic 5 10
TOTAL 50 100%

The feet vary in number of syllables from one.to four. Within any particular line no
regular rhythmic pattern is established. Exceptions are lines four and five which tend
towards bisyllabic rhythms e.g.

Ax x x|/ x |/ x |7 x |; x|
Or from wusurping suns and haggard flowers -

Ax|/x|/ x |/x |/ x|
Legitimist our disapproval

Over all, the feet are well distributed into the possible syllable types with a peak being
reached for bisyllabic feet as one would expect.
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This distribution agrees well with distributive patterns of feet in prose. There is

therefore no evidence that any attempt has been made to take advantage of rhythmic
options in order to promote a pattern of rhythmic regularity.

The rhythm of this poem therefore is not a pattern operating independently of gram-
mar and lexis and affecting the choices made at those levels. But on the contrary rhythm
here follows the needs of grammar and lexis. It is not the case, as so often in verse,
of an irregular grammatical patterning reinforcing a regular thythmic patterning.

What reinforcement the rthythm does gain here comes from another aspect of phono-

logy - phonemic repetition. Some strong syllables in close proximity are reinforced
by the repetition of an initial phoneme e.g.

/ X /
1. u/surping / suns |'s | repeated
/ X X X / X

2. / seasons in the / city

/ / % X

/ Where, / seasonless | s | repeated

/ x /% / X%

3. / seasons / nece/ssarily |'s |repeated
/  x / x

4. / love in / later |1 ] repeated
/ / X X X /

5. / tears / branches from the / trees |t |repeated

Out of 45 feet with initial strong syllables 11 are thus phonemically linked in this way,
a high enough correlation here to justify the description of this as a significant reinforce-
" ment.

Rhythm is concerned with the syllables in the feet; metre with feet within the line.
We have to make clear what we mean by line here. There is the obvious written line
but this does not necessarily coincide with a phonological line of complete feet. Metre
is measured by the number of feet per written line but where the written line ending does
not correspond with a foot boundary we have to make some arbitrary arrangement. As
you see from Chart I most written line ends coincide with feet boundaries. But except-
ions are lines 1 and 2:

|la x x |/
we are ruled

x x|/ |7 x|

By the four seasons . . .
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9 and 10:
X|/x XX |/XX
in later terminologies
x |/
Than here
10 and 11:
x x|/ x |/ x|/
we report how weight of snow,
x |/ x|y

Or weight of fruit . . .

The line breaks here coincide with grammatical boundaries and not with phonological
foot boundaries.

For convenience I count a line-divided foot as a foot of the first line and not of
the second. Proclitic feet are counted as feet along with non-proclitic feet. Following
this arrangement it can be seen by looking at Chart I that the lines are distributed into
six pentameters and five tetrameters. Though there is thus only a small metrical range
the lack of regularity means that metre is not one of the determinants of the written line
- a conclusion reinforced by the non-coincidence of foot and line boundaries.

In the phonological aspects of this poem there is a pattern then. The pattern is a
negative one, lying in the avoidance of regularity in both rhythm and metre. These are
made to have a minimum autonomy in their patterning, being subordinated, as in language
at large, to their role of representing grammatical and lexical contrasts.

As with the phonological analysis I shall not be concerned with the grammatical
analyses of successive sentences as they occur in the text. I presuppose this prelimin-
ary analysis and concentrate instead on synthesizing the results of such analysis and
presenting them in such a way as to high-light and isolate the more significant results.

The preliminary grammatical analysis includes an exhaustive bracketing of items
to indicate their rank status as sentence, clause, group or rank-shifted items. This
analysis is shown below (Chart III). The conventions of bracketing are explained above

the chart.

CHART 11l
Analysis by Bracketing
Sentence Clause and Group Analysis (boundaries of such items are shown as follows:

|l = sentence boundary;
|| = clause boundary;

| = group boundary;







