Topic 6 - Style and Style variation


Style Variation in USA

Before we look in detail at styles and how to describe them, it will be helpful to see how much intuitive knowledge about different styles and text-types we carry around with us. Below we have constructed an exercise using two consecutive pages from a novel trilogy by the American novelist John Dos PassosPRIVATE


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=More about John Dos Passos, 0000-0000". The trilogy is called USA.

The novel itself contains many different kinds of writing juxtaposed with one another. In the extract we are going to work on, there are FIVE different kinds of writing. You might find it helpful to know that four of the five styles are whole texts that, although jumbled here, still have their original ordering. The remaining style (which is the easiest to spot and which we have called 'Style A') is a series of examples of the same style type. 

The Extract

(1)
PARIS SHOCKED AT LAST

(2)
We were sailing along On moonlight bay

(3)
when the metal poured out of the furnace I saw the men running to a place of safety.

(4)
industrial foes work for peace at Mrs Potter Palmer's

(5)
skating on the pond next the silver company's mills where there was a funny fuzzy smell from the dump whaleoil soap

(6)
Luther Burbank was born in a brick farmhouse in Lancaster Mass.

(7)
HARRIMAN SHOWN AS RAIL COLOSSUS 

(8)
You can hear the voices ringing

(9)
To the right of the furnace I saw a party of ten men all of them running wildly and their clothes a mass of flames.

(10)
somebody said it was that they used in cleaning the silver knives and spoons and forks putting shine on them for sale

(11)
he walked round the woods one winter
crunching through the shinycrusted snow

(12)
NOTED SWINDLER RUN TO EARTH 

(13)
MOB LYNCHES AFTER PRAYER

(14)
there was a shine on the ice early black ice that rang like a sawblade just scratched white by the first skaters

(15)
stumbled into a little dell where a warm spring was
and found the grass green and the weeds sprouting 
and skunk cabbage pushing up a potent thumb,

(16)
TEDDY WIELDS BIG STICK

(17)
They seem to say You have stolen my heart, now don't go away 

(18)
Apparently some of them had been injured when the explosion occurred and several of them tripped and fell.

(19)
I couldn't learn to skate and kept falling down

(20)
Just as we sang love's old sweet songs on moonlight bay

(21)
He went home and sat by the stove and read Darwin 
Struggle for Existence Origin of Species Natural 
Selection that wasn't what they taught in church,

(22)
The hot metal ran over the poor men in a moment.

(23)
PRAISE MONOPOLY AS BOON TO ALL

(24)
look out for muckers everybody said Bohunk and Polak kids put stones in their snowballs write dirty words up on walls do dirty things up alleys their folks work 
in the mills

(25)
so Luther Burbank ceased to believe moved to Lunenburg,

(26)
love's old sweet song

(27)
we clean young American Rover Boys handy with tools Deerslayers played hockey Boy Scouts and cut figure eights on the ice

(28)
We were sailing along on moonlight bay

(29)
found a seedball in a potato plant 
sowed the seed and cashed in on Mr Darwin's Natural 
Selection 
on Spencer and Huxley 
with the Burbank Potato.

(30)
Achilles Ajax Agamemnon I couldn't learn to skate and kept falling down.

(31)
STRAPHANGERS DEMAND RELIEF

The Task

We have divided the five styles contained within the above extract into 31 short, numbered pieces, and jumbled them together. Your job is to:

(i) Sort the extracts out again into their individual style types (which we have labelled A-E below), and type them into the table below. 

(ii) Say in as much detail as you can what kind of writing each type is.

(iii) Isolate what linguistic features are enabling you to sort out the style types and identify them.

To help you, we have told you what the first example of each style is.

STYLE A: (1) and








STYLE B: (2) and








STYLE C: (3) and








STYLE D: (5) and








STYLE D: (5) and








ONLINE VIDEO 

Language Variation: Dialect

Dialects are semi-permanent language varieties of language which vary mainly according to geographical region and social class (cf. Yorkshire dialect, Lancashire dialect, working class dialect, middle class dialect). But dialects can also be related to other factors (it is arguable, for example, that male and female language varieties and language differences related to age are dialectal). Many people equate dialects with accents, but accents only account for dialect variation in relation to pronunciation (phonetics), and dialects also vary in terms of other linguistic levels, particularly lexis and grammar.

Many non-linguists assume that Standard English (the English typically spoken, for example, by BBC newscasters and university lecturers) is not a dialect, but is 'proper English'. But linguists would argue that Standard English, the language of the educated, is also really a dialect related to class and educational background which just happens to have a higher status and more widespread use than the other dialects. There are, in any case, many different varieties of standard English (for example English Standard English is different from American and Australian Standard English, and within the UK linguists often distinguish between Northern and Southern varieties of Standard English (mainly, but not exclusively, in terms of accent).

An indication that dialects are semi-permanent is that you can change your dialect, but only if you work at it hard over quite a long time. Think for example, of Eliza Doolittle in George Bernard Shaw's PRIVATE


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=More about George Benard Shaw, 0000-0000"Pygmalion. She came from an East London working class background, and Professor Higgins (whose characterisation, incidentally, was based on the famous early C20 phonetician Daniel Jones) had to work very hard to win his bet with Colonel Pickering that he could teach her to 'talk like a lady'. He manages eventually, of course, but in Act 3, when he thinks he's managed it, he tries her out in a social situation, which works fine until the very end:

LIZA
[nodding to the others] Goodbye, all.

FREDDY
[Opening the door for her] Are you walking across the Park, Miss Doolittle? If so -

LIZA
[with perfectly elegant diction] Walk ! Not bloody likely. [Sensation] am going in a taxi. [She goes out]

Pickering gasps and sits down. Freddy goes out on the balcony to catch another glimpse of Eliza.


MRS EYNSFORD HILL
[suffering from shock] Well, I really cant get used to the new ways.


Professor Higgins has managed to change her accent, but doesn't yet quite have control over her lexical choice!

Mick Short's linguistic history can also be seen as an example. Mick comes from a working class family background. His family lived in the country in East Sussex, and so he grew up speaking a Sussex country dialect. Then, when he went to grammar school he gradually lost his dialect ('had it beaten out of him', he sometimes claims). He now speaks a form of standard English, but his wife and children always laugh when he loses his temper or goes to visit relatives in Sussex, because he soon reverts to an accent similar to the one he had when he was a child. 

Task A - Literature Dialect

What dialect of English do you normally expect literary texts to be written in?

Task B - No Mate for the Magpie

Read the extract below from the beginning of the novel No Mate for the Magpie by Frances Molloy and then answer the questions. We have numbered the sentences for ease of reference: 

(1) Way a wee screwed up protestant face an' a head of black hair a was born, in a state of original sin. (2) Me ma didn't like me, but who's te blame the poor woman, sure a didn't look like a catholic wain at all.

(3) The state of original sin didn't last long. (4) That's wan good thing about me ma, she maybe didn't like me but by god she done hir duty by me an' didn't lave me lyin' there in the clutches of the divil. (5) That very day a was took te the chapel at the tap of the town be me godmother, that me ma didn't like either, an' hir husband who could have been me uncle if me ma hada married hes brother who was handsome an' beautiful an' iverythin' me da wasn't. (6) But me ma, on a point of principle, jilted him, an' he went te England way a broken heart an' married an oul' woman an' made a lot of money.

 (Frances Molloy , No Mate for the Magpie, p. 1)

1. Translate this passage into Standard English, noting the changes you make as you go.

2. What dialect do you think is being represented?

3. Why is Standard English not being used? 

4. Compare the original text with the 'translation' you made in answer one. What linguistic features mark the dialect (look at each sentence carefully in turn)? How many different linguistic levels are involved?

5. How realistic do you think the interpretation of the dialect is?
Task C - Wuthering Heights

Below is an excerpt from Emily Brontë's famous C19 novel Wuthering Heights. Nellie Dean is reading out a letter which Isabella Linton, who has recently married Heathcliff, has written to her. In this part of the letter Isabella reports part of a conversation she had with the servant Joseph. Read the extract carefully and then answer the questions below:

The contents of the pan began to boil, and he turned to plunge his hand into the bowl I conjectured that this preparation was probably for our supper, and, being hungry, I resolved it should be eatable; so, crying out sharply, "I'll make the porridge!" I removed the vessel out of his reach, and proceeded to take off my hat and riding habit. "Mr. Earnshaw," I continued, "directs me to wait on myself: I will. I'm not going to act the lady among you, for fear I should starve."

"Gooid Lord!" he muttered, sitting down, and stroking his ribbed stockings from the knee to the ankle. "If there's to be fresh ortherings - just when I getten used to two maisters, if I mun hev a mistress set oe'r my heead, it's like time to be flitting. I niver did think to see t' day that I mud lave th' owld place - but I doubt it's nigh at hand!"

 (Emily Brontë  , Wuthering Heights, ch. 13, p. 128)

1. What dialect does Isabella write in and what dialect is Joseph represented as speaking?

2. What feature mark Joseph's dialect?

Language Variation: Register

Dialect variation, because it is semi-permanent, is language variation which helps to distinguish one person, or group of people from others. But all of us are also involved in another kind of language variation, which is much more rapid. We vary our language from one situation to another many times in the same day. Typically, the English we use when we write is different from the English we use when we speak, the language students use to write literature essays is different from the language used to write linguistics or biology essays, and the English we use in formal situations like lectures and seminars is different from the English we use when chatting to friends in the coffee bar. This kind of language variation, which can vary from minute to minute in the same day is usually called register.

Register can vary according to Medium, Domain or Tenor
The three examples of kinds of variation we have just described are examples of the three main ways in which register can vary. Register variation is motivated by changes in:

Medium (sometimes called 'mode' by other writers): Your language changes according to the medium used (c.f. 'the language of speech', 'the language of writing').

Domain (sometimes called 'field' by other writers): Your language changes according to he domain that the language is related to. This includes (a) the subject matter being spoken or written about (cf. 'the language of science', 'the language of law') and (b) the function that the language is being used for (cf. 'the language of advertising', 'the language of government'). Note that the 'Style Variation in USA' and 'Style Variation in a Poem' exercises were effectively exercises in spotting register variations according to domain inside literary texts. This is sometimes called reregisteration or register borrowing.

Tenor: The tenor of your language (e.g. how politely or formally you speak) changes according to (a) who you are talking or writing to (cf. the language we use when talking to close friends compared with that used when talking to strangers or people who are socially distant from us) and (b) the social situation you find yourself in (e.g a child whose mother is a teacher will talk to her in different ways, depending on whether they are at home or at school).

Reading

Leech, G., M. Deuchar and R. Hoogenraad (1982) English Grammar for Today, London: Macmillan, has a chapter on speech and writing (chapter 8, pp. 133-43) and one on tenor and domain (chapter 9: 145-57).

Other readable books devoted entirely to language variation are:

Crystal, D and D. Davy (1969) Investigating English Style, London: Longman.

Freeborn, D. (1996) Style: Text Analysis and Linguistic Criticism, London: Macmillan, chapter 21 (pp. 265-82) is devoted to news report.

Freeborn, D., P. French and D. Langford (1986) Varieties of English: An Introduction to the Study of Language, London: Macmillan.

O'Donnell, W. and L. Todd (1980) Variety in Contemporary English, London: Unwin.

Routledge's Interface series also contains a set of small books, each on one particular variety of language (e.g. the language of advertising, the language of newspapers).

Task A: Medium

We are going to look at three pieces of language which we have invented. We have done this to ensure that they have roughly the same content but differ according to medium. 

(a) Identify which medium you think is involved in each case and 
(b) how you know (i.e. what linguistic features are associated with each medium).

Text 1
Monday 5 October

Dear Dan,

I'm writing you a quick note as I missed you this afternoon. Would it be possible for you to take my first-year stylistics seminar for me next Thursday at 3pm? Because Frank is ill the department needs someone senior to take his place at the University's Admissions Committee meeting, and our beloved leader says I'm the only person who knows all the relevant background details. The meeting clashes with my class, I'm afraid, which will be very difficult to reschedule, and as far as I can see, you are the best person to take it over. I hope you can you help me out. I'd be grateful if you could let me know tomorrow (Tuesday) at the latest.

Best wishes,

Mick



Text 2
got a minute dan? sorry to um barge in like this but I need a f-favour - suddenly I can't teach my thursday at 3 class - frank's gone down with some bug and er I've got got to reprerepresent the department at the er the university admissions committee starts at 2 - can you run it for me?

yeah no problem

you're a mate I owe you one

no big deal I've already prepared the stuff for my class



Text 3
From: Short, Mick

Sent: 05 October 2002

To: McIntyre, Dan

Subject: can you do me a favour

Hi Dan

I need a quick favour. Can you tyeach my class Tyhursday @3? Frank's got a bug and Tony wants me to take his place at the admissions cttee. Sorry to dump on you.

M

Task B: Domain

Now we are going to look at extracts from two different written sources. 

(a) Identify which domain you think they come form and 
(b) how you know (i.e. what linguistic features are associated with each medium).

Text 1
3.2 
The following provisions of this clause are a Statement of the general aims of the Charity to which the Trustees are (subject to the following) to have regard at all times but no part of or provision in such Statement is to qualify derogate from add to or otherwise affect the Objects set out in clause 3.1 and the furtherance of the Objects (which shall in the event of any conflict prevail over such Statement) 



Text 2

The exact way in which information is 'coded' in the auditory nerve is not clear. However, we know that any single neurone is activated only by vibration on a limited part of the basilar membrane. Each neurone is 'tuned' and responds to only a limited range of frequencies. This information about frequency can be coded in terms of which neurones are active or 'firing' with spikes. This form of coding is called 'place' coding. Information about sound level may be carried both in the rate of firing (i.e. the number of spikes per second) and in terms of the number of neurones which are firing.

Task C: Tenor

Below are two short extracts (headline and the first sentence) about the same news item (i.e. same domain) from two different newspapers (i.e. same medium and domain). One is from a UK tabloid newspaper and the other from a broadsheet. Hence the register differences will relate to tenor - what section of the community the newspapers are aimed at.

(a) Identify which of the extracts is from the tabloid, and which from the broadsheet and 
(b) how you know (i.e. what linguistic features are associated with the tenor of each medium).

Text 1
PENSION AXE VOW


UNIONS yesterday threatened a wave of strikes to stop bosses axing workers' pension schemes.




Text 2
TUC warns of strikes over pensions crisis


BRITAIN'S EMPLOYERS were put on alert yesterday that employees were increasingly prepared to take industrial action to defend their pensions, now the single most important issue at work.




Style variation within a poem

Below is a poem by the Jewish Canadian musician, artist and poet, Leonard Cohen. The poem, 'All there is to Know about Adolph Eichmann' is ostensibly about an infamous World War II Nazi who was the mastermind behind the movement to put Jews in the concentration camps. It is estimated that Eichmann sent 6 million Jews to their deaths. He was tried in Israel in 1961 for crimes against the Jewish people, found guilty of all 15 criminal charges against him, and hanged (You can view a history of the trial).

Task - All there is to know about Adolph Eichmann

Read the poem below carefully two or three times and then answer the questions below it. 

ALL THERE IS TO KNOW ABOUT ADOLPH EICHMANN

EYES
Medium

HAIR
Medium

WEIGHT
Medium

HEIGHT
Medium

DISTINGUISHING FEATURES
None

NUMBER OF FINGERS
Ten

NUMBER OF TOES
Ten

INTELLIGENCE
Medium

What did you expect?
Talons? 
Oversize Incisors? 
Green saliva? 
Madness? 
(c) 1964, Leonard Cohen. All rights reserved.
ONLINE TASK

Reregistration

'Reregistration', or 'register borrowing' is the term used by some stylisticians to refer to register variation and its effects inside literary texts. This idea can involve not just marked switches (see also Style Variation in USA and Style variation in a poem) from one variety of language to another within a text, but also more subtle effects. For example, the miserable description of Coketown in Hard Times by Charles Dickens gets some of its ironic effect from style borrowing from the rhetorical and painterly descriptions of places being produced at the time by the first travel writers (e.g. Cobbett's Rural Rides). Coketown is a town worthy of note, but for all the wrong reasons:

Let us strike the key-note, Coketown, before pursuing our tune:
It was a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke and ashes had allowed it; but as matters stood it was a town of unnatural red and black like the painted face of a savage.
It was a town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled.
It had a black canal in it, and a river that ran purple with ill-smelling dye, and vast piles of building full of windows where there was a rattling and a trembling all day long, and where the piston of the steam-engine worked monotonously up and down like the head of an elephant in a state of melancholy madness. It contained several large streets all very like one another, and many small streets still more like one another . . . 

(Charles Dickens, Hard Times, Chapter 5)

Reading:

The term 'reregistration' was first introduced by Carter and Nash. See:
Carter, R.and Nash, W (1990) Seeing Through Language, Oxford: Blackwell.pp. x-y

Paul Simpson suggests that John Le Carré uses more modern travelogue descriptions in The Little Drummer Girl as the register backdrop to his description of the town of Bad Godesberg just before a terrorist bomb explodes. See:
Simpson, Paul (1988) 'Access Through Application, Parlance 1, 2, 5-28. [pp. 11-14 are the pages relevant to reregistration]

See also Short, M. (1993) 'To analyse a poem stylistically: "To Pain a Water Lily" by Ted Hughes' in P. Verdonk (ed.) Twentieth-Century Poetry: from text to Context, London: Routledge, pp. 7-20. The poem analysed in this article borrows from the register of instruction (cf. also Task A below). 

Task A - Register borrowing (domain) - Alexander Pope

Below are some directions for writing an epic poem. 

What register is being borrowed, to what purpose, and what is it about the language that helps you to you know these things? You can compare your thoughts with ours by clicking on the button after the text.

For a Tempest. Take Eurus, Zephyr, Auster and Boreas, and cast them together in one verse. Add to these of rain, lightening and of thunder, (the loudest you can) quantum sufficit. Mix your clouds and billows well together till they foam, and thicken your description here and there with a quicksand. Brew your tempest well in your head before you set it a-blowing.

(Alexander Pope, directions for composing an epic, in 'The Guardian', 1713)

Task B - Register borrowing (tenor) - B. S. Johnson's Christie Malry's Own Double Entry

You may well feel the need for a dictionary in this task!

In the novel from which the next extract comes, a man called Christie, who is a clerk, and also keeps a careful account (via the double entry book-keeping method - hence the book's title) of those who do not treat him well, is secretly undermining the firm he works for, and the people in it, to get his own back on them. He has been instructed by his section head, Wagner, to deliver a letter to another section head, Skater. But Christie has secretly destroyed the letter. Matters now come to a head when Skater, angry that no action appears to have been taken in spite of his letter, rings Wagner to find out what is going on.

In the text below the humour comes about because of a marked contrast between the character of the conversation and the language used to represent it. 

We have highlighted five small stretches of text for you to work on. How is the humour of the passage conveyed through the language/situation contrast in these parts of the text?

Skater's assertive roar when he was told that no letter had arrived could be heard several more desks away; his proposal was that (if he were there) he would defenestrate Wagner. Christie's Section Head was riled at this, and, forgetting he was putting the company's reputation in jeopardy, he suggested that were Skater to come within a hundred yards of him he would (before he could carry out his threat) be subjected to a rapid process of trituration. Skater responded with a distinctly unfair (for it was accurate) divination, from Wagner's telephone, of the Section Head's helminthoid resemblances. Wagner snapped back with the only word he could think of at the time, cryptorchid, though as he had never had the necessary opportunity of observing, let alone carrying out a count, Christie felt that his superior had compromised his integrity at this point. And with sounds of gulping incapacitation at both ends of the line the conversation lapsed without any sign of an eirenicon.

(B. S. Johnson, Christie Malry's Own Double Entry, p. 42)

Task C - Register borrowing (tenor, medium and domain) - the first stanza of Philip Larkin's 'Vers de Societé'

Below is the first stanza of a poem by Philip Larkin which involves the borrowing of all, three aspects of register to create its effects. 

Describe in as much detail as you can the register borrowing, how it is achieved linguistically, and what the associated effects are. The effects are quite complex, and, after you have got to grips with the stanza you may find that it is best to start your description by looking at the last line first. 

My wife and I have asked a crowd of craps
To come and waste their time and ours: perhaps
You'd care to join us? In a pig's arse, friend.
Day comes to an end.
The gas fire breathes, the trees are darkly swayed.
And so Dear Warlock-Williams: I'm afraid -

Style: what is it?

In this section, we will explore the notion of style in general terms. We will try to answer the two questions:

· what is style? 
and 

· what kinds of things and activities have style?
In literary studies, style is most often associated with individual authors, and, indeed, we will spend some time in this topic examining the notion of authorial style in more detail. Two different novelists might, for example, write a description of the same event in very different ways, and the fact that writers have different styles means that it is possible for other writers to parody them. A good example of this is the comic novel by David Lodge called The British Museum is Falling Down. Part of the fun of this novel is that he parodies the style of ten other famous novelists (including Virginia Woolf, James Joyce and C.P. Snow) at various points in his novel. The reader has to play the "spot the parody" game.

Task A - parodying Longfellow's 'Song of Hiawatha'

Below is a small excerpt from a well-known poem, 'The Song of Hiawatha', by the 19th century American poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. In 22 cantos and around 150 pages it tells the epic story of the American Indian prophet Hiawatha, who uses his magical powers to bring peace to the warring Indian nations. The poem, which gets its distinctive metre from the Finnish national epic, the 'Kalevala', is loved by many and ridiculed by others. 

The excerpt below is from the beginning of canto 2, 'The Four Winds'. After reading it, have a go at writing a few lines parodying 'Hiawatha', and then compare your writing with the 19th century parody at the end.

The Four Winds
'Honour be to Mudjekeewis!'
Cried the warriors, cried the old men,
When he came in triumph homeward
With the sacred belt of Wampum,
From the regions of the North-Wind,
From the kingdom of Wabasso,
From the land of the White Rabbit.

He had stolen the belt of Wampum
From the neck of Mishe-Mokwa,
From the Great Bear of the mountains,
From the terror of the nations,
As he lay asleep and cumbrous
On the summit of the mountains,
Like a rock with mosses on it,
Spotted brown and grey with mosses.

Task B - Different ways of 'doing it'

Although we have used examples of writing so far, it is important to notice that all sorts of things, not just writing, can be said to have style. Different soccer players have different, recognisable styles of running, passing and shooting, and different tennis players have different styles of serving, playing backhands etc. Different singers have different styles of singing, different guitarists have different ways of playing the guitar, and so on.

Essentially, in order to have style you need to have alternative ways of doing the same thing. Think, for example, of the different ways in which you can eat an ice cream cornet. 

Describe your style of eating an ice cream and compare it with Mick Short's below.

ONLINE ANIMATION

Do only individuals have style?

It is not just individuals who have style. Groups of people can also have different styles of doing things, too. Indeed, whole nations often do the same thing in different typical ways. The British sandwich style involves two slices of buttered bread with a filling in between. The Danish sandwich, on the other hand, is open, with just one slice of bread. Chinese cooking is based on the stir-fry technique, whereas British cooking is based on oven-cooked dishes. These are effectively different styles of cooking.

And the products of human beings can have style too. Think of hair styles or dress styles, for example, or their written equivalents like tabloid vs. broadsheet newspaper styles. Note that the work we did on style variation was effectively about the borrowing of styles from various different kinds of writing into literary texts, so that the style varies from one part of the text to another, with resultant local textual effects.

Writing Styles

Because style depends on varying ways of doing the same thing, writing styles depend on linguistic choice, and can occur at more than one level of language. Note that we have a variety of labels to refer to style: e.g. formal, informal, jokey, simple, complex, intricate, which appear to relate to sets of linguistic features.

Task C - Style comparison

ONLINE TASK

Task D - Style comparison

Look at the sequence of four sentences below. What level of language is being used to create the variations in style here? What style label do you think characterises the different sequences and how is each style being created?

1.
The door opened. A large man appeared. He was wearing a floppy hat. He was eating a sandwich. 

2.
The door opened, a large man appeared, wearing a floppy hat, eating a sandwich.

3.
The door opened and a large man appeared. And he was wearing a floppy hat and eating a sandwich.

4.
Door open. Large man. Floppy hat. Eating sandwich.

Task E - Scientific style

Turn the following sentences into the sentence you would need if you were writing (part of) an experiment in a school science lesson. What have you done and why? What kinds of grammatical structure have you created?

Mary put the copper sulphate in a test-tube. Then she heated it with a Bunsen burner for 5 minutes.

Task F - Graphology and style

Below is an example of how, in Our Mutual Friend by Charles Dickens, the character Mr Podsnap talks to foreigners:

'How Do You Like London?'

What can we tell from the graphological choice about the style in which he speaks to foreigners (can you "hear" him speak in your mind's ear?).

Authorial and Text Style

In this section, we will compare three short descriptions of people by three different novelists: John Steinbeck, Jane Austen and D. H. Lawrence. These short passages are reasonably representative of the typical styles of writing associated with the three different novelists, and so by comparing them we will in effect be comparing their writing styles. What we discover can only be indicative, of course. The passages are very short indeed, and in order to be sure that what we find is truly representative of a particular writer, we would really need to compare much larger samples than we have time for here. Nonetheless, our comparison will help us to understand what is involved in the characterisation of styles, and, as the passages are typical of the three writers, it will also show us quite a lot about the different qualities of those writers.

On the 'Style: what is it?' page we pointed out that the linguistic features which contribute towards a particular authorial style will, at the same time, contribute towards the meaning and effects of the particular text being examined, i.e. its text style. So, when we make the comparisons below we will look at authorial style and text style simultaneously.

In the passages below, we have selected three passages describing characters, in order to hold what is being written about reasonably consistent (it is very difficult to find examples of two authors writing about exactly the same thing). Note, though, that features which contribute to authorial style will tend to turn up reasonably consistently in an author's writings, whatever particular writing activity is being undertaken, just as the driving style of the golfer Tiger Woods "shines through" every driving activity he is involved in, no matter what country or tournament he is playing in, what club he uses, what weather conditions pertain at the time, and so on.

Task A - Initial impressions

1. Read each of the texts below a few times, until you feel that you understand them well. As you do so, begin to compare the passages with one another - it is easiest to 'see' the characteristics of a text if you compare it with other, roughly equivalent texts. 

2. Write down the initial impressions you have about the style in which each passage is written, compared with the other two. Can you think up intuitive descriptive labels which characterise the styles of the three texts? 

3. For comparative purposes and using the scales below, rate each passage in turn, by choosing what you think is the most representative number on the scale. At the same time, write down your initial impressions about the image of the person/people being presented to you.


Prosaic
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Poetic

Objective
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Biased

External
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Internal

Simple
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Complex

Straightforward
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Rhetorical

4. Compare your findings with our characterisations by clicking on the buttons after the three passages.

Text 1: A short extract from John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men
(1)His eyes were very dark brown and there was a hint of brown pigment in his eyeballs. (2)His cheek-bones were high and wide, and strong deep lines cut down his cheeks, in curves beside his mouth. (3)His lower lip was long, and since his teeth protruded, the lips stretched to cover them, for this man kept his lips closed. (4)His hands were hard, with broad fingers and nails as thick and ridged as little clam shells. (5)The space between thumb and forefinger and the hams of his hands were shiny with callus.

(John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, Ch. 1)

Text 2: A short extract from Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice
(1)Mr Bingley was good-looking and gentleman-like; he had a pleasant countenance, and easy, unaffected manners. (2)His sisters were fine women, with an air of decided fashion. (3)His brother-in-law, Mr Hurst, merely looked the gentleman; but his friend Mr Darcy soon drew the attention of the room by his fine, tall person, handsome features, noble mien, and the report, which was in general circulation within six minutes after his entrance, of his having ten thousand a year. (4)The gentlemen pronounced him to be a fine figure of a man, the ladies declared he was much handsomer than Mr Bingley, and he was looked at with great admiration for about half the evening, till his manners gave a disgust which turned the tide of his popularity: for he was discovered to be proud, to be above his company, and above being pleased; and not all his large estate in Derbyshire could then save him from having a most forbidding, disagreeable countenance, and being unworthy to be compared with his friend.

(Jane AustenPRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=More about Jane Austen, 0000-0000", Pride and Prejudice, Ch. 3)

Text 3: A short extract from D. H. Lawrence's The Virgin and the Gypsy
(1)But Granny held her in her power. (2) And Aunt Cissie's one object in life was to look after the Mater.

(3)Aunt Cissie's green flares of hellish hate would go up against all young things, sometimes. (4)Poor thing, she prayed and tried to obtain forgiveness from heaven.(5) But what had been done to her, she could not forgive, and the vitriol would spurt in her veins sometimes. 

(6)It was not as if Mater were a warm, kindly soul. (7)She wasn't. (8)She only seemed it, cunningly. (9)And the fact dawned gradually on the girls. (10)Under her old-fashioned lace cap, under her silver hair, this old woman had a cunning heart, seeking for ever her own female power. (11)And through the weakness of the unfresh, stagnant men she had bred, she kept her power, as the years rolled on, from seventy to eighty, and from eighty on the new lap, towards ninety. 

(D.H. LawrencePRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=More about Henry James, 0000-0000", The Virgin and the Gypsy, Ch. 1)

Task B - Comparing sentence lengths

Now we have some initial impressions, let's do a little bit of elementary statistical work to begin to characterise the styles of the different writers. As styles have to do with overall tendencies in writing, quantitative analysis will often be revealing (though we should remember that as the passages we are looking at are small - in order to keep your workload down - the statistical work we do will be limited and illustrative rather than conclusive).

1. For each passage, count the number of words in each sentence and record them by filling in the relevant cells in the table below. 

2. How does what you find correlate with your initial impressions of the styles of the different passages? Compare your conclusions with ours below. 

Note that, for comparative purposes, we have given you a sentence length average 'norm' for prose writing, calculated in the 1970s by a Swedish linguist called Ellegård. His "norm" was based on a 1 million words corpus of 20th century American English writing called the Brown Corpus (the corpus was collected at Brown University in 1964).

ONLINE TASK

Task C- Sentence-length variation from the average

One obvious reason for the lack of correlation between the sentence-length and our perceptions of the style of the Lawrence passage has to do with how much variation there is from the average as we move from sentence to sentence through the passage. In some writing, each sentence (or most sentences) has a word-length reasonably close to the average for the passage. But in other examples of writing, individual sentence lengths might vary dramatically from the average for the passage. That is what we will explore in the next task.

Look back at the word-counts that you did for the individual sentences for each passage and compare them with the averages for those passages. How much did the sentences of each passage vary from the average?

This variation from an average is what the statisticians call "Standard Deviation" from that average. Standard deviation can be calculated mathematically, and the greater the variation the higher the standard deviation figure is. But you probably won't want to get involved in more complex maths, and as the passages are small we have produced some representations in the form of a graph. The sentence numbers of the relevant text are displayed on the horizontal axis. For convenience we have represented the Ellegård Norm as a straight line across the graph.

ONLINE GRAPH

Task D - Lexical analysis

Clearly, part of the analysis of style must involve statistical comparisons. This is the only way you can sensibly display style tendencies which one writer has, compared with others, over his or her writing as a whole. But it is also important to look at the qualitative aspects of the writing and, indeed, this is particularly important when we want to reveal text style, with its local meanings and effects, rather than authorial style. So from this task onwards we look at qualitative as well as quantitative aspects.

Now look in more detail at the lexis of each passage and compare what you find with (a) your initial impressions gathered in Task A, and (b) what we say for each passage. We suggest that you look at the following:

1. Is the vocabulary composed mainly of basic, common-core terms (e.g. table, tree, eye) or more abstract, learned or specialised terms (e.g. faith, metaphor, neutron)?

2. What areas of our vocabulary (semantic fields) do the words relate to (e.g. the body, education, science, morality)? Remember that the semantic fields you notice may sometimes be general (e.g. vegetation) and sometimes more specific (e.g. trees). 

3. What words, if any, are repeated, and how often?

4. How complex is the lexis (the complexity of words can be measured by counting the number of syllables in each word)? 

Look at each of the passages in turn, considering all of the above aspects of lexis. Then compare your findings with ours before moving on to the next extract.

Task E - Semantic deviations

Semantic deviation is something we examined in the poetry section of the course. But deviation can be used to effect in any kind of writing, not just poetry. 

Examine each passage for semantic deviations. 

How does what you find:
(a) relate to your initial impressions from Task A
(b) help to explain the meaning and effect of each passage? 

Task F - Grammatical parallelism

Another aspect which we discussed in some detail in the poetry section of the course, and which is often important in prose too is parallelism, in particular grammatical parallelism. 

Examine each passage for parallelism and work out how the parallelism relates to the meaning and effect of the passage. Then compare what you find with what we noticed.

Task G - Grammar

(i) Try to analyse the grammatical construction of the sentences in each passage, to see how this aspect of the language of the passages contributes to their style, meaning and effect. 

We will provide complete grammatical analyses of each sentence for you to examine, which you can reveal by clicking on the individual sentences of each passage. We don't expect you to work in such detail on every sentence, but the more you practise and compare, the better your ability in doing grammatical analysis, - an important aspect of analysis - , will become. We will present our analyses of each sentence in the form of a tree diagram, as that will make it easier to see the relative simplicity and complexity of the various sentences and texts.

(ii) Then try to relate the properties your grammatical analysis reveals to the style meaning and effect of each passage. After each passage you can compare your conclusions with ours.

Topic Six "tool" summary


