HPEN 4012
The Study of Literature: Text and Theory
CRITICAL TERMS AND ASPECTS OF LITERATURE (1) :

‘Text’, ‘Language’, ‘Discourse’, ‘Creativity’, ‘Genre’, and ‘Voice’ or ‘Mode’
1. What is Literature? It is writing, it consists of written texts. ‘Is literature a special kind of writing, and how can we distinguish literature from other kinds of written text?’
2. A traditional concept of Literature (with a capital L) is inseparable from value judgements about the worth of a piece of writing. As Robert Eaglestone argues: ‘In this sense, Literature doesn’t just mean words on pages but also a certain sort of highly valued and important writing, and it used to be taken for granted that people studying literature read only “great” literature – or Literature.’
 According to Barbara Johnson’s essay on ‘Writing’, the literary and cultural theorist Roland Barthes, in Writing Degree Zero (1953), investigated a tension that emerged in the late nineteenth century: ‘the classic notion of a [literary] work (oeuvre) – considered as a closed, finished, reliable representational object –’ contrasts sharply with ‘the modern notion of a text – considered as an open, infinite process that is both meaning-generating and meaning-subverting’.

3. A possible, more contemporary, answer to the question, ‘What is Literature?’, might be that literary writing is distinguished by the particular purpose of the language in literary texts. These texts, we might argue, are distinguishable from those texts that merely seek to communicate. 
4. A problem with this as an argument for the distinctiveness of literature, however, is that written texts of various kinds seek to do more than merely communicate.
5. It may be that language, itself, is not merely a tool of communication. Indeed, much of modern linguistics since the work of Ferdinand de Saussure in the early twentieth century has tended to see language as shaping and giving structure to the world and to our sense of reality. If a language does this, then understanding in full the effect or the significance of the ‘message’ of any spoken or written text requires more than attending merely to the coherence of the meanings of words in a sentence, although obviously it does require us to understand those meanings as well as the ‘something more’. 
6. The study of literature is in one sense a part of the study of discourse, that is, language use, rather than the linguistic or grammatical structures of language, though of course literature depends on these in order to produce and communicate meaning. Therefore we might take a different approach by understanding literary study as the study of particular uses of language.
7. One possibility is that the ways in which most texts produce effects are more or less conventional. For this reason we recognise many kinds of discourse, such as scientific discourse, for what they are, because they deliberately adhere to established and conventionally agreed vocabularies and structures. Provided that the reader uderstands the meanings of any technical terms that are used, these texts can be more readily understood because they conform to preconceived patterns of reference. Even ordinary, everyday language can be seen as a prison, and, from the same point of view, literature is capable of returning language to its creativity or discovery of meaning, thereby extending our experience and sense of reality. Literature does this by deliberately focusing in particular ways on the production of meaning in language, often by unsettling as well as fulfilling expectations, through the use of a range of techniques that engage the reader intellectually, imaginatively, and emotionally.
8. However, such an approach to the question of what is literature might not confine itself to so-called ‘literary texts’ like poems or novels, but might seek to identify ‘literary’ qualities or features of written texts, whatever those texts may be. 

9. What would ‘literary’ qualities be? From what would we derive a set of ‘literary’ qualities? What would it mean if they can be found in texts that would not be considered literary from a traditional perspective? 
10. Another way of understanding literature in terms of particular uses of language is to approach it through the concept of genre, which basically means ‘kind’ or ‘type’ of literary text. Historically the concept of genre has been important to the estimation of the value of Literature (with a capital L), for it has involved the production of hierarchies of kinds of literature.
 
11. The richest source of traditional poetic theory available in Britain in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was the writings of the Renaissance Italians, prominent among whom was Iulii Caesaris Scaliger, whose Poetics filled seven volumes and attempted to formulate an integrated theory that synthesised the ancient Greek and Roman tradition. Scaliger ranked poems in order of excellence, as follows (What do you think is the rationale of this order of excellence? What is criterion of excellence in this hierarchy?):

a. Hymns, paeans

b. Songs, odes, scolia sung in praise of brave men

c. Epics, in which are both heroes and lesser men

d. Tragedies, comedies

e. Satires, ... jests, nuptial songs, elegies, ... incantations, epigrams

f. Pastorals

12. Scaliger also proposed an alternative hierarchy on the principle of integration. In this Scaliger recognises the epic as the chiefest of all forms because of its catholicity of range. Italian theorists concentrated their attention for the most part on the higher kinds of poetry; they gave but scant notice to the pastoral and quite ignored the non-classical sonnet written by Renaissance poets like Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch), which were at the lowest extreme of, or even omitted from, these hierarchies of poetic genre. 

13. The love lyric, the sonnet, and the pastoral were regarded in Renaissance Italian poetic theory as pleasing but not profitable. These inferior genres were valued chiefly for the technical exercise they afforded the poet, so it was regarded as quite correct for them to be highly imitative, not innovative.
14. Convention within literature extends to the reproducibility of aspects of genres, and consequently the expectations they set up in the minds of their readers.
15. If we place value on creativity, then we also look for ways in which expectations are unsettled, even subverted, as well ways in which they are fulfilled. 
16. Genres may also be unstable and to that extent unpredictable. The novel is a comparatively late literary genre arising into prominence in the eighteenth century. It is a hybrid genre whose antecedent genres include epic but also a range of empirical and fictional modes or kinds of writing, including history, romance, allegory, fable, and didactic literature. The novel is a peculiarly rich site for a mixture of generic conventions and expectations. In its turn the novel splintered into a range of genres (sub-genres), including the eighteenth-century epistolary novel, the gothic and romance novels, the nineteenth-century classic realist novel, science fiction, crime fiction, and so on.
17. An aspect of literature that typically combines the cultivation of recognisability, and thus predictability, with distinctiveness, and thus individual differences and particularity, is ‘voice’ or mode of speaking. ‘Nothing is stranger, or more familiar, than the idea of a voice.’
 The persistence of a voice with singular recognisable qualities, say that of a character or that of a narrator of a novel, can appear to confirm the persistence of identity. Its very peculiarity, that is, its strangeness, becomes familiar and predictable. And yet of course the peculiar nature of a person’s voice, their range of tones, their way of speaking, can be mimicked.
In Shakespeare’s King Lear (1605), the blinded Gloucester recognizes Lear from his voice: ‘The trick of that voice I do well remember; / Is’t not the King?’ (4.5.106-7). […] we have what appear to be confirmations of the persistence of identity, expressed in the singular or peculiar nature (the ‘trick’) of a person’s voice. […] on the other hand, it is difficult for us not to be aware of the terrible precariousness of recognition and, by implication, of identity: Gloucester may believe that he recognizes, and may indeed recognize, the trick of the king’s voice, but we are all too aware of the fact that he can never again see the king, never confirm the king’s identity by sight. And ironically, Gloucester is only reunited with Lear thanks to help from his son Edgar, whose voice (disguised as Tom o’Bedlam) Gloucester fails to recognize.

18. Of course, the peculiar distinctiveness of an individual voice must be created for fictional speakers, such as narrators and characters. And herein also lies the combination of recognisability with the potential for mimicry, and strangeness. Barbara Johnson, in her essay on ‘Writing’, describes how, in 1967, the French philosopher Jacques Derrida published three major books devoted to the question of writing: Writing and Difference, Of Grammatology, and Speech and Phenomena. In these books Derrida argues that Western philosophy has analysed the world in terms of binary oppositions, each of which is organized hierarchically, the first term being seen as higher or better than the second. According to Derrida, the opposition between speech and writing has been structured in this way: ‘speech is seen as immediacy, presence, life, and identity, whereas writing is seen as deferment, absence, death, and difference’.
 Derrida is critical of this privileging of speech as self-present. Although speech, implying the presence of the speaker, suggests self-identity, it is also reproducible in a non-identical speaker by means of mimicry or impersonation. Moreover, this trait of speech is made more apparent by the creation of the voice or mode of speaking of fictional narrators and characters in literary writing; it is the very fact that voice, like all writing, can be reiterated that makes fictional narration and speech possible. 
19. Literature is always spoken, as well as written. In narrative forms of literature, like the epic or novel, there is always a narrator the particularities of whose mode of speech may be reproduced in their written narration. Dramatic literature consists of speeches, dialogues and monologues, soliloquys. Even non-dramatic, non-narrative literature there is the cultivation of a speaking voice. In literature a distinctive, recognisable voice is an assurance of the persistence of identity, and therefore precariously of presence, and yet ambiguously it is a reiterated trace of a presence rather than a genuine indication. ‘Literature, in fact, might be defined as the space in which, more than anywhere else, the power, beauty and strangeness of the voice is both evoked or bodied forth and described, talked about, analysed.’
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