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The Study of Literature: Text and Theory
CRITICAL TERMS AND ASPECTS OF LITERATURE (2) :

‘Structure’, ‘Form’, ‘Content’, ‘Influence’, ‘Style’, and ‘Metre’
1. The structure of a literary text is its extension, but spatial extension is not thought of apart from some form of temporality.
 
2. The term ‘structure’ in literary theory is also associated strongly with the structural theory of linguistics, which is presented in its complete and authoritative form in the Course in General Linguistics by Ferdinand de Saussure (published in Paris in 1915).
Prior to Saussure, most linguists were philologists concerned with the etymologies and historical development of words and grammatical structures. This historical study, which Saussure called ‘diachronic linguistics’, continued to play an important part in his linguistics […] but Saussure argues that it could no longer be the basis of linguistic science. Philology is basically concerned with meaning, even though the study of historically different meanings for the same word (such as those given in the Oxford English Dictionary) made etymology a speculative venture at best. Structural linguists like Saussure are less interested in the meanings of words and more interested in how meaning is made possible.

3. According to Saussure, the production of meaning is made possible by the internal relations between signs in the system, in other words the structure of a language. Linguistic structure, that is, a language as a structured system, is described as independently definable, a self-contained whole.
4. According to Rowe: ‘Synchronic linguistics studies the regularities of language in a relatively stable historical period.’
 

Having selected a relatively stable historical period or slice, then, the linguist could study phonetics (the structural regularities of sounds), phonemics (the written transcription of sounds), syntagmatics (sentence structure), and morphology (the rhetorical organization of larger verbal units), among other distinctive features of language use.

5. A language in this sense is held to be a verbal sign system and one of the most distinctive features of Saussure’s analysis is the structure of the sign. Each sign is composed of: 
a. an acoustic image or sound pattern as a result of auditory impression and oral articulation (‘signifiant’, translated variously as signal or signifier), which is also equivalent in writing to the graphic/written mark or sequence of letters; 
b. a concept (signifié, translated variously as significance or signified). 
6. What a sign refers to in the world or in reality is called its referent. But what makes this aspect of Saussure’s theory so distinctive is his view that a language is not a nomenclature; it is indirect, not a direct and transparent naming of things in the world which exist independently of language and make up a reality that is unchanged by language, either in our minds or in the world beyond us. 
7. The connection between the signifier and the signified is fixed but essentially arbitrary. It is a convention accepted by all users of a given language, and is therefore social rather than natural. The arbitrariness of the verbal sign necessitates a systematic structure for language, since meaning can only be produced as an effect of the difference (in sound or marks) between words or terms in a language system, i.e. meaning arises as a result of a term’s place in its contextual network. In these ways language is a system of elements which are wholly defined by their relations to one another within the system. In language there are only differences without positive terms. That is, ‘by asserting that signs signify not as independently meaningful units corresponding to external objects but as elements whose value is generated by their difference from neighboring elements in the system, Saussure put forth a notion of difference (not identity) as the origin of meaning’.

8. The linguistic structure or the set of grammatical and other regularities of a language Saussure calls langue. Particular uses of language, discourse or speech, or more precisely social variations of speech, are called parole. A grammar for a particular language would describe its structure, proceeding from parole to langue. 
9. According to this structural model of language, literature would belong to parole, since it is part of the range of uses of language. And the linking of the language of linguistics and the analysis of literary texts, that is, the study of literary discourse from a linguistics orientation, is essentially the domain of stylistics.

10. Literary texts, with their own structures or systems of internal relations between signs, with their own styles, mould our sense of the world and of what is possible. 
11. Understanding in full the message of any spoken or written text requires more than attending merely to the literal meanings of words in a sentence.
12. According to Roman Jakobson, the contextual network for communication and understanding in literature includes the following functions:
a. addresser

b. addressee

c. message

d. shared code (not only the language but also assumptions and notions)

e. physical medium or contact

f. overall context

13. Genres of literature also consist of their own conventional systems of signification, creating assumptions and expectations. Authors may cultivate distinctive voices and styles, but they do not express unique perceptions of the world; they rather produce meaning out of the available systems or structures of differences available, and literary texts are intelligible only in so far as they participate in these structures.
14. A view of literature in terms of influence looks at seventeenth-century lyric poetry in terms of the so-called ‘School of Donne’ (the ‘Metaphysical Poets’), the ‘Tribe of Ben [Jonson]’, and the ‘Spenserians’; according, that is, to the dominant stylistic influences of the poets John Donne, Ben Jonson, and Edmund Spenser on the poets who came after them. 
15. Literature, more than other kinds of text, has a range of ways to de-familiarise language and its conventions. 
a. Literature draws attention to the material qualities of signs as components of linguistic and literary (e.g. generic or formal) structures, rather than simply using them as counters in communication. 
b. It thereby can deliberately foreground and background language, although it should be added that the reader may respond particularly to one line thereby foregrounding it; so foregrounding and backgrounding may be as much a matter of reader’s response in interpretation than a given in the text itself. 
c. In literature words can take on meanings specific to a text or to the writings of a particular author. 
In these ways, literature stands in a peculiar relation to the world, to reality, in that in literature, the gap between the sign and the referent (reality) is enlarged and signs must be completed, reordered, brought into the realm of experience by the reader.

16. In literary terminology, ‘form’ is used to refer to something akin to structure, but less linguistic. For example, the sonnet is a kind of poem that is defined by its form in the sense of it having fourteen lines and being analysable as constructed of an octave and a sestet:
a. Octave (8 lines)
_ Quatrain (4)

a. _ Quatrain (4)

b. Sestet (6)

The sonnet is distinctive on account of it formal qualities, which include a twist, a sudden turn of thought, an abrupt transformation of theme, not always but very often at line nine, that is, after the octave and at the beginning of the sestet. 
17. Combining the study of what might be regarded as formal features of poety – such as rhythm – with voice, its range of tones, or intonation, sound and stress, is the critical term ‘prosody’. Prosody connects the concept of voice with formal and technical aspects of poetry.
18. Two important English Renaissance theorists of poetry were Thomas Campion and Samuel Daniel. In his Observations in the Art of English Poesie, 1602, Campion defended the use of classical quantitative metres in English verse, thus provoking Samuel Daniel’s reply in A Defence of Ryme (1603). 

19. Iambic pentameter: That it is called ‘iambic’ tells us that the line goes ti-tum, as opposed to, say, tum-ti. An iamb goes: ti-tum. That it is ‘pentameter’ tells us that the line consists of five stressed syllables. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s ‘Tithonus’:

The woods decay, the woods decay and fall

20. It is not common, in good poetry, to find such perfect lines, or to find several of them in succession.
 
21. If there are four stressed syllables in a line, it is tetrameter; if six, hexameter; if only three, trimeter. Similarly ti-tum can change to tum-ti. That is a trochee, and a line that goes tum-ti tum-ti … is a trochaic line. A spondee goes: tum! tum! followed by ti-ti. The anapaestic line goes: ti-ti-tum ti-ti-tum. A dactylic line goes: tum-ti-ti tum-ti-ti. 

22. All these metres are kinds of what are called stress-syllable metres.

Renaissance literary theorists [like Campion] tended to be characteristically confident that their own age was bringing new light to former darkness. Their confidence has sometimes been shared by later literary historians, who have seen the Renaissance as establishing a firm basis for the theory and practice of English metre after the clumsiness of earlier centuries.

The terminology that we still use was derived from classical sources.
 But classical verse was based on the length or ‘quantity’ of syllables, that is, their lengths as long or short in the spoken language. Quantity is not replicated in English, at least not consistently. Conversely, stress, which is a feature of the natural rhythms of spoken English, is far less significant in Latin. The compromise reached in the English Renaissance was one in which stress was substituted for quantity but the classical names were retained and attention was paid to the number of syllables in a line.
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