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SYNTAX AND STYLE IN PRESENT DAY ENGLISH (1)

These are the notes for the first part of the class on Syntax and Style in Present Day English. This part of the class focuses on the function of syntactic structure in the style of sentences and paragraphs. The first and second parts of the three-part assessment task for this topic are introduced in this document. 

You may recall that the lecture on Grammar and Rhetoric in Early Modern English began by indicating that one of the major changes that has occurred in English, beginning with Anglo-Saxon (also referred to as Old English), is a general reduction in morphology (that is, changes in the form and structure of individual words to signal meaning and grammatical function).  English has lost and continues to lose aspects of its morphology; this is a general trend in the language.  The effect of this is that English relies more and more on syntax to generate meaning. Syntax is therefore a singularly important aspect in the study of English.   

Syntax:  The structure and organisation of phrases and clauses within a sentence, and the arrangement of sentences within paragraphs.

Two terms are used to describe syntax

parataxis, the linking of clauses through juxtaposition. The use of this device produces what is referred to as paratactic style.

hypotaxis, the linking of elements within a sentence through subordination. The use of this device produces what is referred to as hypotactic style.


The term ‘parataxis’ is made up of two elements: ‘para’ from Greek, meaning ‘beside’ (as in the term ‘paramedic’, that is, one who works beside a medical doctor) and ‘taxis’ from Greek, meaning ‘arrangement’.  Hence, as we shall see, the term refers to the arrangement of clauses or sentences side-by-side.  The term ‘hypotaxis’ is also made up of two elements: ‘hypo’ from Greek, meaning ‘below’ (as in the term ‘hypodermic needle’, that is, a needle that delivers a vaccine or medicine below or underneath the skin (i.e. dermis).).  With the element ‘taxis’ we have the term ‘hypotaxis’ which means the arrangement of clauses ‘below’ or in a subordinate relationship to the main clause.   


This lecture will give more details and illustrations of these two features of syntax and explore effects they can have on meaning. 

For what follows we also need to keep in mind the different types of verbs. 

Verbs are of three basic types

Transitive verbs
Subject + transitive verb + object

He                rang                 the bell
Polly            snatched          my letter
They            have eaten       all the strawberries

In these sentences the subject is the agent of the action; a transitive verb conveys how the action of the verb is transferred to the object.

Intransitive verbs
Subject + intransitive verb

The bell              rang
The strikers        were demonstrating
I                          agree
They                   are lying

In a sentence or clause with an intransitive verb there is no object; the verb refers to or describes the action of the subject.

Linking verb 
The main examples are:  be, is, are; appear, become, seem, feel, get (as in get ready), look (e.g. look cheerful), sound (as in sound foolish))
Sentences or clauses with linking verbs do not have objects. What follows the verb is known as the ‘subject complement’ because it says something about the subject of the sentence.

subject   +    linking verb    +    subject complement

Sandra                 is                   my mother’s name
The upstairs tenant    seemed       a reliable person
A university        is                    a community of scholars


The basis of syntax is the SENTENCE which is of three main types:

The Simple Sentence:   Subject  +  transitive verb  + object  
                                        Subject  +  intransitive verb
                                        Subject  +  linking verb + subject complement

The Compound Sentence:  That is, two or more simple sentences linked by conjunctions such as AND, BUT, OR, or the semi-colon:

She is a superb administrator, AND everyone knows that.
She is a superb administrator; everybody knows that
They have played badly every year since 2015, BUT this year may be different.

The Complex Sentence, which contains a main clause and one or more subordinate clauses, that is, clauses which are less important than or subordinate to the main clause.  Subordinate clauses can be introduced by a subordinator or by a non-finite verb. In the examples below I have underlined the subordinate clauses and set in bold the ‘subordinator’ (more often referred to as a ‘subordinate conjunction’) or the non-finite verb (most often a present participle, here ‘having’): 

When the bell rang for night prayers, he filed ….
Having run down the staircase, he went along the corridors ….
He remembered that the sea was cold day and night …. 
Although it was cold and dark under the seawall, it would be warm …

The effect of subordination is to set part of the sentence in a subordinate relationship to the main clause. Subordinate clauses can be used to give background or context in place or time, as with ‘when the bell rang for night prayers’, to describe an action that is less important than the action of the main clause, as in ‘having run down the staircase’, to give a fuller picture of the action of the verb as in ‘(remembered) that the sea was cold day and night’, and to give alternatives to what is stated in the main clause as in ‘although it was cold and dark under the seawall’.  Subordinate clauses can have other functions or purposes, but these examples suggest some ways in which they are used. 
	There follows a short passage from the early part of a novel by James Joyce, an Irish writer born in Dublin.  This part of the novel concerns the experiences of the young boy, Stephen Dedalus, during his time at a boarding school.  This passage is a good example of how syntax can be used to create interesting effects. 

The bell rang for night prayers and he filed out of the study hall after the others and down the staircase and along the corridors to the chapel. The corridors were darkly lit and the chapel was darkly lit. Soon all would be dark and sleeping. There was a cold night air in the chapel and the marbles were the colour the sea is at night. The sea was cold day and night: but it was colder at night. It was cold and dark under the seawall beside his father’s house. But the kettle would be on the hob to make punch.
(James Joyce, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man)


The next page is an analysis of the syntactic structure of this passage. A more detailed grammatical analysis has been applied until about half-way through the passage.








The bell [subject] rang [verb] for night prayers [adverbial phrase]

and [conjunction]

he [subject] filed [verb] out of the study hall after the others [adverbial phrase]

and [conjunction]

{ he [implied subject] went [implied verb] } down the staircase and along the corridors to the chapel.

The corridors [subject] were darkly [adverb] lit [verb]

and [conjunction]

the chapel [subject] was darkly [adverb] lit. [verb]

Soon [adverb] all [subject] would be [verb] dark and sleeping [adjectival phrase].

There was a cold night air in the chapel

and [conjunction]

the marbles were the colour the sea is at night.

The sea was cold day and night

but [conjunction]

it was colder at night.

It was cold and dark under the seawall beside his father’s house.

but [conjunction]

the kettle would be on the hob to make punch.



The analysis of the syntax serves to draw attention to key features of the style of the passage. Note that in the fifth line of the analysis I have enclosed in ‘curly brackets’ {    }  a clause that is only implied in the passage at this point.

– We can note the frequent use of conjunctions, mainly ‘and’ but also two instances of ‘but’. 
– The main clauses are simple sentences.
– These simple sentences are linked by conjunctions to form compound sentences. 
 – The verbs are either intransitive or linking verbs.  There is no instance of a transitive verb.

Overall, for this passage, the author has used paratactic syntax to create what we refer to as ‘paratactic style’.  The question that we need to go on to ask is what effects the use of these features of style generate for us as readers.  How does this passage affect our responses to the character and situation of the young boy Stephen Dedalus?  As a help in exploring this question, I have rewritten the passage in a different style.  

Revision of the passage:

When the bell rang for night prayers, he filed out of the study hall after the others.  Having run down the staircase, he went along the corridors to the chapel. He could see that the corridors and the chapel were darkly lit, and he knew that soon all would be dark and sleeping. When he felt the cold night air in the chapel, he noticed that the marbles were the colour the sea is at night. He remembered that the sea was cold day and night but colder at night. All this made him remember that although it was cold and dark under the seawall beside his father’s house, it would be warm inside because the kettle would be on the hob to make punch.


In this revision of the passage, in what ways is the syntax different from that of the original version?  How has the syntax been changed?
What effects are created by these changes in syntax?
How could the changes in syntax be said to affect the reader’s response to the passage?

The main difference that you should notice is that the revision contains subordinate clauses, such as ‘When the bell rang …’, ‘Having run down the staircase’, ‘… that the corridors and the chapel were darkly lit’, etc.  Also, the passage contains a number of transitive verbs, ‘He could see that …’,  ‘he noticed that …’ etc.  The revision is characterized mainly by the use of subordinate clauses, and this feature of syntax creates hypotaxis or ‘hypotactic style’.  How does this feature of style affect our responses to Stephen Dedalus?  Refer to the earlier remarks on subordination (‘The effect of subordination …’).

Assignment Task
Part One of three parts:
As one of the assignments for your portfolio for the module you may wish to develop this exercise:  apply a detailed syntactical and grammatical analysis to the revised passage from Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist and write a short essay that addresses the questions that I have raised above and repeated here below. Also, read the ‘Summary’ below which provides a general guide to approaching exercises of this kind. 

Questions to consider
In the revised or re-written passage, in what ways is the syntax different from that of the original version?  How has the syntax been changed?
What effects are created by these changes in syntax?
How could the changes in syntax be said to affect the reader’s response to the passage?

Summary
In order to analyse the syntax of a passage of text to highlight features of style, it is helpful to examine the following features:  

Is the passage made up of simple sentences, or are there some examples of simple sentences along with compound and complex sentences?

Are the sentences compound sentences, that is, are main clauses linked by co-ordinators (and, or, but, the semi-colon)? 

Does the basic sentence structure follow the pattern of subject + (transitive) verb + object?

Are there instances of linking verbs (for example is, be, appear, become, seem, etc.) and intransitive verbs?

Are there instances of passive verbs in which reference to the agent of the action is stated or suppressed?

Are there instances of subordinate clauses?

Among the subordinate clauses are there instances of reduced clauses, that is, clauses that are not introduced by a subordinate conjunction such as which, that, who?

Are there instances of non-finite verbs, that is participles such as the present participle?

Are there instances of sentence-fragments (incomplete sentences)?

Are there instances of run-on sentences?

Are there features of the syntax that reflect the syntax of speech?

No passage of text will use only one feature of syntax. The style of a passage can be characterized in terms of the proportions in which features of syntax occur. 

Assignment Task
Part Two of three parts:
When you have completed the exercise above, examine features of syntax, and use these to characterise or describe the style of one of the two passages (a and b) that follow.  Also, aim to suggest how one of these passages might affect the reader.


(a)  In the morning it was bright, and they were sprinkling the streets of the town, and we all had breakfast in a café. Bayonne is a nice town1. It is like a very clean Spanish town and it is on a big river. Already, so early in the morning, it was very hot on the bridge across the river. We walked out on the bridge and then took a walk through the town.  We went out into the street and took a look at the cathedral. Cohn made some remark about it being a very good example of something or other, I forget what. It seemed like a nice cathedral, nice and dim, like Spanish churches. Then we went up past the old fort and out to the local Syndicat d’Initiative office,2 where the bus was supposed to start from. There they told us the bus service did not start until July 1st. We found out at the tourist office what we ought to pay for a motor-car to Pamplona3 and hired one at a big garage just around the corner from the Municipal Theatre for four hundred francs. 

[1.  Bayonne, a city in the south west of France near to the Pyrenees and to Spain.]
[2   Syndicat d’Initiative = office of tourist information]
[3   Pamplona is a city in northern Spain, close to the Pyrenees.] 

(Ernest Hemingway, Fiesta, chapter 10.  This novel is also known by its alternative title The Sun Also Rises)


(b) Chesney Wold1 is shut up, carpets are rolled into great scrolls in corners of comfortless rooms, bright damask does penance in brown holland, carving and gilding puts on mortification, and the Dedlock2 ancestors retire from the light of day again. Around and around the house the leaves fall thick – but never fast, for they come circling down with a dead lightness that is sombre and slow. Let the gardener sweep and sweep the turf as he will, and press the leaves into full barrows, and wheel them off, still they lie ankle-deep.  Howls the shrill wind round Chesney Wold: the sharp rain beats, the windows rattle, and the chimneys growl.

[1:  Chesney Wold is the name of the house.]
[2:  Dedlock is the name of the family.]

(Charles Dickens, Bleak House, chapter 29)
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