PAGE  
2

the details in the devils

Hello,

This appeared overnight.  I’m not able to whittle it down in the twenty frightening minutes or so I have left with it.  I have imprisoned huge swaths of text in grey boxes; these are the parts that are entirely optional, but which for one reason or other I didn’t want to cut entirely out of the essay.    

I’m fairly certain Anna has changed topics.

Thank you!

Joseph

(Sorry).

1.

Prosody begins when we take up some words and find meaning in them, but don’t discard the packaging it has come in.  Certain qualities – and different approaches nominate different qualities – are added and added into a growing texture, in which we discern effects that can suggest design, that can provoke emotion both in themselves, and in the ways in which they compare with accumulating meaning.  Prosodic analysis is a heightened awareness and careful description of this process that operates to some degree whenever we read a poem.

There is some agreement, then, on what prosodic analysis should try to do, but conflicting ideas as to its appropriate tools, not only their appropriate uses.  This conflict does not persist, as far
 as I can tell, because of prevalent obstinacy or inappropriate personal agendas (which can keep such closed or transcended ‘debates’ as is there global warming? absurdly ‘alive’).
  Contending theories are brought together with open minds, yet often, one does not triumph over the other, nor do they synthesise into a third. This implies something both about the sources of their theories, and about their appropriate application.  

Any theory of prosody must be an extension of theories, or at least informal suppositions, about consciousness and perception.  Conflicting theories of prosody may be grounded in incompatible assumptions that are buried so deep they rarely come into open conflict.  These elements are not only deeply hidden – they are deep in themselves.  They have already absorbed thousands of years of thought without satisfactory resolution, and it would be inconvenient if, to describe the operation of a lyric quatrain or so, we had first to discover what time was, and how mind relates to matter.  

Rather than enquire into their origins, then, the best way to choose among the theories might be to try them out.  Whether or not existing theories of prosody are aspects of some ‘true’ state of things, each has advantages and disadvantages -- at the very least, each has disadvantages.  The richness of the readings a theory produces can be used to value that theory; additionally, there is little reason to respect the theory the morning after.  No matter how distinguished its past record, if it can’t say anything interesting about a piece of verse, it can be replaced.
  This tactic effects a philosophical problem which I’ll come to towards the end of the essay.

2.

One prosodic approach emphasises the distance between what we might call the text’s ideal metre and the actual contours of a viable performance of that text.  The usual way to discover an ideal metre is to search viable performances for some repeated sonic template.  If, for example, we find that there tend to be ten syllables per line, and that ‘stress’ tends to fall on the even syllables, then we can use ‘iambic pentameter’ as the ideal metre, forcing many instances of conflicting or ambiguous ‘stress’ into this pattern.  Where forcing the words into the pattern would be too gross an affront to their sense, or too absurdly contrary to conventional contemporary pronunciation, we can admit variation into our pattern, demoting a stress here, adding an ‘extrametrical’ beat there, engaging in some classical-style foot substitution.  The areas where we have twisted our own rule will likely be the first place we expect prosody to lead into practical criticism.  These exhausted, we might then turn to words that tempted us to transgress the rule, but which were finally able to accommodate within it, words that in a performance might still stray some distance from the metrical ideal.

Though there is a significant discrepancy today in the success of Marlowe’s plays as objects for reading and study, and their success in performance, in their own day the plays pulled in punters by the Camload.  With their commonly end-stopped lines, and their relative regularity, his verses show a selectively deep sensitivity to a particular kind of audience: the actor.  Notably, his lines are well-equipped with breathing spaces, and with a regular texture that hangs easily in the memory.

O. B. Hardison writes of what Ben Jonson called ‘Marlowe’s Mighty Line’:

The mighty line is driving in rhythm, loose in syntactical structure, and divided into well-defined phrase and clause units.  These are often emphasized by end-stopped lines, but Marlowe is also capable of enjambment and units that approximate verse paragraphs.  It is ornamented with exotic terms and polysyllables, and its sound is often at least as important as its sense.  It encourages speeches that are there simply because they sound grand . . .

A regular and strong texture, without complex sentences spanning several lines and accommodating several transformations, is something that lends itself to recitation.  Dramatic spectacle and the identification between audience and character is deadened by recitation.  This tension – the regularity of the verse which so well suits an actor’s memory, and the conflicting demands for an erratic, human, speaking voice delivery that good theatre requires – corresponds elegantly to the tension revealed in the prosodic approach above described.

Now, Faustus, let thine eyes with horror stare

 x     /  x    /    x     /   x    /  x    /

Into that vast perpetual torture-house.

 /x   x     /   x  /  x   /  x    /

There are the furies tossing damned souls

  /     x  x    / x   /   x   /  x   /

On burning forks.  Their bodies broil in lead.

X   /   x    /       x     / x    /    x   /

There are live quarters broiling on the coals

  /     x   x   /   x    /   x    /  x    /               (?)

That ne’er can die.  This ever-burning chair

  x    /     x  /     x    / x  /  x     /

Is for o’er-tortured souls to rest them in.

 x  /    x   /  x      /    x   /   x    /

These, that are fed with sops of flaming fire,

  x     /    x   /    x    /   x  /  x    /   

Were gluttons, and loved only delicates,

  X    /  x     x    /    / x  /  x  /                    (?)

And laughed to see the poor starve at their gates.

  X    /    x   /   x   /     /     x   x     /           (?)

But yet all these are nothing.  Thou shalt see

  X  /   x    /    x   /  x       /    x    /

Ten thousand tortures that more horrid be.

  x     /          x         /         x           /           x          /       x     /

Here, each stress (/ labelling a stressed syllable) is measured intuitively according to a general environment of stress: the stress across the entire speech has some bearing, the stress through the line is more important, the stress on either side of the syllable most important.  Thus, a syllable in line 12 that is marked stressed might conceivably be spoken with less weight than a syllable in line 4 that is marked unstressed, but in its local environment it is prominent enough to allow the promotion.

It is relatively easy to hear five stresses per line most of the time, and most lines settle quite happily into iambic pentameter.  (I have been fairly liberal with reversed first feet; lines two, three and five also scan reasonably as regular iambic pentameter).

The first strong problem is posed with the difficulty in hearing ‘and’ more heavily stressed than the adjacent ‘loved’.  

[Gavin Alexander: Is it not that it has to be more stressed than ‘-tons’?]

If the emphasis were stubbornly placed on ‘and’, the Evil Angel would seem to be distinguishing two features of these curry-tortured souls, when really ‘loved only delicates’ should be a clarification of or elaboration on ‘gluttons’.  The ambiguous status of the word ‘loved’ might indicate the frail and corrupt nature of these gluttons’ love.  ‘Love’ is indeed barely the right word for this narrow and destructive passion, which recalls the Good Angel’s lately uttered epitaph: the too late, the all-too utter, ‘But thou didst love the world’.  Perhaps ‘loved’ is better whispered.  But there is a temptation to allow a feminine ending, and pronounce this line with only four stresses (something prefigured, although perhaps easier resisted, in line five, which might be spoken with stresses only on live, quarters, broiling and coals).  

[GA: Or three stresses?  x / x x / x x / x x]

The mention of gluttony recalls the parade of seven deadly sins in 2.1, setting up an expectation which is never realised.  The rest of the set is missing -- an obvious feature about this speech’s content generally is that it is cut short.  As tours of Hell go, this one doesn’t, particularly, go anywhere.  

Will our method allow us to reconcile these small oddities of form and content?  The wider context is useful.  The Good Angel and Evil Angel have appeared before in the play as competing sources of advice.  Their disturbing complicity in this scene emphasises Faustus’ isolation from -- well, absolutely everything – from the extreme edges of the universe and all things between them.  Polar opposites here agree on Faustus’ fate, and their language operates on a new level of understanding and reciprocity.

GOOD ANGEL: Oh Faustus, if thou hadst given ear to me

Innumerable joys had followed thee.

But thou didst love the world.

EVIL ANGEL: Gave ear to me,

And now must taste hell’s pains perpetually.

GOOD ANGEL: Oh, what will all thy riches, pleasures, pomps,

Avail thee now?

EVIL ANGEL:  Nothing but vex thee more,

To want in hell, that had on earth such store.

The rhymes ‘ear to me’ ‘followed thee’ ‘ear to me’ ‘perpetually’ are shared between the two voices.  ‘To want in hell’ even manages to echo ‘Oh, what will all’.  The phrase ‘ear to me’ is borrowed from the Good Angel by the Evil, and perhaps even more significantly, the Evil Angel is here re-using the Good Angel’s pronoun ‘thou’ – elaborating ‘But thou didst love the world’ to ‘But thou didst love the world, / gave ear to me, / and now must taste hell’s pains perpetually’.  Having extended the Good Angel’s sentence, the Evil Angel then finds an answer to his rhetorical question.  The effect is that all these speeches might well have been spoken by one character.

Hell is discovered, states the stage direction, and it is an event worthy of some direct statement from the stage.  But there isn’t then particularly room for much comment on Hell, if the pattern is maintained that the Good Angel speaks of Heavenly things, the Evil Angel of Hellish things, with the amount of speeches relatively balanced between the two characters.  Too much persistence in the co-operative vein already established would dangerously conflate the two voices, undermining the strong and interesting opposition of the Heavenly and Hellish which organises so much of the play, narrowing the space between them which Faustus has occupied.

The Evil Angel might be given more speeches than the Good Angel, but this too would disrupt our fragile impression that their debate has been a fair one, and would shift some of the blame for Faustus’ fall from his receptiveness to temptation to the persuasiveness of the temptation itself.  Marlowe has also already made some sensitive use of minor asymmetry in presenting the Good and Evil Angels, a use which later one-sidedness would conceal.  The ‘extra’ line spoken by the Evil Angel in 2.1, ‘Ay, but Faustus never shall repent’, alluding to a central paradox of the play – Faustus might repent, Faustus should repent, Faustus perhaps could repent, but Faustus never shall repent -- might not by the play’s end linger so prominently, might not so demand attention, if Hell were frequently allowed to hold the floor longer than Heaven.
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	Marlowe might instead try to expand his fettered depiction of Hell using both characters in their regular counterpoint, but there are limits to how long an angel can praise his withheld paradise before sounding gratuitously cruel.  A Good Angel bemoaning in detail the pleasures of a lost heaven is dramatically ridiculous in a way that an Evil Angel revelling in the minute possibilities of agony is not.  




Painting with such a thick brush – in which each line must be accompanied a line of echo, comment or counterpoint – moreover runs the risk of extending this part of the episode too long, and tediously distorting one of the best-structured portions of the play.

A final limitation on the Evil Angel’s speech is in the paradox that each moment spent revelling in Faustus’ future torment is a moment of that torment deferred.  Describing Faustus’ torture to him is a gift, so long as it delays the reality of that torture.

[GA: Are you alluding to Blake on Milton?]

[I didn’t mean to.

‘The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & God, and at liberty when of Devils & Hell, is because he was a true Poet and of the Devils party without knowing it.’ – William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell.]

The challenge then set to this speech by the structure it inhabits is to use a limited space of ordered stress patterns to indicate an expansive chaos, which should at least suggest variety enough to exceed human imagination.  

Perhaps Marlowe does not entirely succeed, because there is an unsatisfying quality to the Evil Angel’s speech.  But it does exhibit some crafty behaviour towards fulfilling its concern, so perhaps after all it is only paled in the company of Faustus’ masterfully wretched final soliloquy, a piece of writing distinguished enough to turn good to indifferent in its immediate environment. 

These, that are fed with sops of flaming fire,

  x     /    x   /    x    /   x  /  x    /   

Were gluttons, and loved only delicates,

  X    /  x     x    /    / x  / x /                      (?)

And laughed to see the poor starve at their gates.

  X    /    x   /   x   /     /     x   x     /           (?)

Evoking only gluttony of the seven sins emphasises the stunted nature of the description only because it indicates some range of the possibilities.  Even as these possibilities are embarked upon, a hesitancy creeps into the voice.  If the line does disintegrate into four stresses, the fifth is displaced into a pause, a lingering effect that will come either after ‘gluttons’ or ‘delicates’, as the speaker and the audience alike begin to feel the constraining space, and delay in order to muster a response to it.  If ‘delicates’ has been given a feminine ending, the attempted rhyme with the phrase ‘starve at their gates’ sounds very much like the Angel denying its own stumble, like its new controlled move towards something new:

But yet all these are nothing.  Thou shalt see

  X  /   x    /    x   /  x       /    x    /

Ten thousand tortures that more horrid be.

  x     /          x         /         x           /           x          /       x     /

The Angel’s faithlessness in its own discourse is not a dramatic weakness because of the way it is subsequently defended.  In retreating from his description of Hell, which it admits is relatively ‘nothing’, the Angel is able to better assert Hell’s importance.  We are after all already familiar with the concept, we have heard it populated in terrifying ways before, and our own nightmares can easily encroach into what the Angel refuses to narrate.

FAUSTUS: Oh, I have seen enough to torture me.

EVIL ANGEL: Nay, thou must feel them, taste the smart of all . . .

It does not matter that the Angel only has a few moments to tell Faustus of Hell.  Faustus – and perhaps any audience member who dares short-change this Hell – will have an eternity to feel it.

3.
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Rules may be more elusive, transgressions more tempting, in the language of Milton’s garden.  The approach that worked reasonably for a portion of Marlowe also accommodates the passage below, but there is a far greater sense of rhythmic flows and eddies that remain uncaptured, or are disturbed and straightened out, to the poem’s detriment, by the reading this scansion suggests:

O Sacred, Wise, and Wisdom-giving Plant,

X  /  x    /     x   /  x   /  x    /

Mother of Science, Now I feel thy Power

X  /    x  /   x    /   x  /   x    / 

Within me clear, not only to discern

X /    x    /     x   / x  /  x   /         

Things in their Causes, but to trace the ways

 /      x   x     / x    /   x   /    x   /

Of highest Agents, deem’d however wise.

X   /  x    /  x     /     x / x   /     

Queen of this Universe, do not believe

/      x   x   / x  /    x  /   x  /

Those rigid threats of Death; ye shall not Die:

X      / x     /     x   /     x    /   x   /

How should ye? by the Fruit? it gives you Life

X     /    x   /   x    /     x    /   x   /

To Knowledge: by the Threat’ner? look on mee,

X   /    x    /   x    /     x    /    x   /

Mee who have touch’d and tasted, yet both live,

/    x   x      /     x   /   x   /    x   /

And life more perfect have attain’d than Fate

X    /    x    /   x    /   x   /     x   / 

Meant mee, by vent’ring higher than my Lot.

/      x    x   /   x   /   x    /   x  /

[It may be possible, theoretically at least (or most), to separate reading from scansion.  This was always the case until the early 20th Century, with classical poetry, for instance.]

If I were to properly parody a scientific objectivism, I would test each prosodic approach discussed on each text mentioned, and perhaps even on some kind of ‘control’ texts.  Time and space deny this option, so I will have to move from the assumption that there are more rewarding approaches to Milton’s prosody.

Milton writes that ‘true musical delight . . . consists only in apt Numbers, fit quantity of Syllables, and the sense variously drawn out from one verse into another, not in the jingling sound of like endings’.  Though a poet is rarely his own best prosodist, and may unconsciously employ far subtler kinds of rhythm than he understands, the assertion is nonetheless a fine departure point.  

In writing of ‘apt Numbers, fit quantity of syllables,’ Milton seems to be indicating two different things.  One of them is almost certainly the number of syllables per line.  The other – whichever one it is – is more elusive, but ‘fit quantity of syllables’ may suggest an attentiveness to syllable duration.

It’s standard in many prosodic approaches to begin by locating a regular interval that each syllable takes up, then associating a value with this space.  This value might be quite descriptive – perhaps a full account of all perceived sonic qualities – or an approximation as bleak as the binary stress-or-no question.

Such an approach has already discarded a channel which might transmit significant features of the rhythm.

     I          screeched 
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The time taken to pronounce the two syllables was usually just over one second, more than three-quarters of which was consistently devoted to the second syllable.

The diagram below records one performance of the first words of Paradise Lost by mapping frequency components, rather than amplitude, along a temporal x-axis.  This performance gives ‘of man’s’ a heavy spondaic quality, but ‘of’s duration was still consistently around 0.25, compared to say the 0.35 of the gliding syllable ‘dyence’ in ‘obedience’.
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Trying to quantify syllable sounds in this way also gives a better understanding of how they are riveted together.  They are seldom bursts of sounds separated by short silences, or even bursts of sounds ‘right up against’ each other.  

Below is a picture of the sound ‘of.’  The syllable sound has been largely completed by the time we’ve heard the chunky rotted tooth in the left of the picture, but the breath continues to seep, creep, linger, carry information, refine our memory, at a low volume for some time before the next syllable properly begins.  The ‘of’ sound without this trail is not only abrupt, but artificial, unaccommodating.
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One reason why prosodic approaches that ignore syllable duration and focus instead on stress can be so successful is that stress has a powerful role in organising syllable duration.  Duration is therefore in a sense obliquely referenced in the codification of stress.  As we reduce the number of unstressed syllables between two stressed syllables, we tend to lengthen their duration, as if trying to keep the intervals between stressed syllables constant.  Purely accentual verse exploits this feature of language to keep the duration of lines relatively constant even when the syllable count is not.

A greater awareness of duration, and when an emphasis arrives in a smooth temporal spectrum, not a spectrum granulated by syllables, may nonetheless play a role in comprehending a complicated prosody.  Attending to the areas where syllables blend, and to the way in which pauses can determine a rhythm, and not merely be enlisted to maintain a metre, may also be important characteristics.

What are the implications of a long poem in which the sense is consistently ‘drawn out from one verse into another’?  When we read it to ourselves -- perhaps, if we are quite clever, without even moving our lips -- the distinct existence of each line largely manages itself.  Our eyes, spending most of their time in peaceful corridors of words, experience a periodic nightmarish flutter across insensible shapes, a brief bony sensation of letters glimpsed partially and backwards.

When reading the verse aloud, things are so slowed down that the eye can make this journey in the same time the voice takes between words.  When the sense is ‘drawn out from one verse into another’, the temptation is often to do something similar with the sound.

[GA:  Interesting in a blind poet . . .]

To gallop-through run-on lines is to lose an accumulation of powerful effects.  There are all kinds of effects attached to the use of enjambment in Paradise Lost; I will indicate just one type.  On repeated occasions, a line ends with a sense that is more or less complete, which just happens to be narrowed down or altered in the first words of the next line.

There are two interesting examples in just the short passage quoted above:

How should ye? by the Fruit? it gives you Life

To Knowledge . . .

And life more perfect have attain’d than Fate

Meant mee, by vent’ring higher than my Lot.

Although the initial sense is entirely supplanted, it has cleared the space in which the final sense eventually establishes itself, and that sense draws colour from this environment, from that lingering memory.

Thus, in the first two lines, the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil is superimposed over the safe, the accessible, indeed the essential Tree of Life.  In the second two lines, the more daring sense of ‘life more perfect have attain’d than Fate’, that is, became more perfect than God, hovers behind the emergent sense of ‘life more perfect have attain’d than Fate / Meant mee’, that is, became more perfect than God meant him to be.

In speaking this verse, nonetheless, it is only preferable to pause at the end of each line – not entirely adequate.  The pauses break up another feature of rhythm, which is Milton’s sprawling syntax, the distinct integrity of clauses and of sentences.

When a poem is spoken, the management of silence is required to convey an overwhelming range of effects.
  Since the differences between pauses can only be more or less
, but the differences between a frac-tured word and a comma, or a line break

and a dash – since these and other differences are not only of proportion, but of type, they cannot be satisfyingly recited, they must be shown.  For these reasons, and for one other quite obvious and powerful one – its length -- Paradise Lost is not a poem we first think of in performance.  It is episodic enough that it is not difficult to extract from, and if the speaker would submit to let the pause between books stretch over a few days, it might not even tax our endurance to hear it chronologically and completely, but for the most part, Paradise Lost travels only the strange air between the mind’s voice and the mind’s ear.  It is plausible that the blind poet was capable of visualising the kind of effects we achieve when reading with our inner voices, and particularly line ends which are strong but not long, which co-operate with phrasal rhythm, rather than dismembering it.

The physical situation when a line of verse is spoken can be accurately measured in terms of the loudness, pitch, duration and sound quality of syllables.  But other elements inform rhythm.  Often overlooked is the repeated mental event of lassoing sounds as a word.  

When the comprehension takes precedence over the sound, pauses register after difficult phrasing, after the expression of complex relationships.  ‘Blood’ or ‘love’ or ‘penis’ carry a peculiar strength no matter how softly, how flatly, and how quickly they are spoken.  ‘The’ resists promotion.  Rhymes register in a particular way that is not always heard in these qualities.  Eye-rhymes register, but so do less tight typographical similarities.  

If stress is a quality of the physical situation when verse is spoken, then ‘prominence’ might be the more inclusive term I’m concerned with here.  Words lingered in by voice and cherished by memory are measured against words of embarrassing insignificance, hurried through quickly and as quickly forgotten; rather than ‘stressed’ and ‘unstressed’ I will label these ‘Rome’ and ‘Wiggan’ words respectively.

These considerations are various and complex enough that I won’t try to bring all of them to bear on every part of the text.  Any method of scansion which does not sacrifice a degree of accuracy for a degree of simplicity is likely to be interesting theoretically, but largely useless in the enterprise of understanding how better to appreciate a particular poem.  

Given the less consistent nature of this scansion, and the fact that it is less concerned with spoken performances, I will also not try to distinguish an ‘actual reading’ from an ‘ideal metre’.  Another type of approach makes greater effort to record the way a text actually is read.  This is in effect an attempt to describe what under the first approach might be called a compromised reading, the kind that acknowledges the music under a text without being contained by it.  Given that ‘the way a text actually is read’ depends on so much more than ‘the letters that are actually on the page’ – in an extreme case, two entirely contrary meanings might pivot on the emphasis given to a single syllable – such a method runs the risk of either sounding prescriptive, or overly uncertain.

Too much prescription is inexcusable.  A degree of uncertainty, properly managed, can provide different paradigms to contrast, reconcile, or breed together, returning the dynamic tension that was lost when we discarded the gap between ‘ideal metre’ and ‘actual readings’.

4.
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O Sacred, Wise, and Wisdom-giving Plant,

Mother of Science, Now I feel thy Power

Within me clear, not only to discern

Things in their Causes, but to trace the ways

Of highest Agents, deem’d however wise.

Queen of this Universe, do not believe

Those rigid threats of Death; ye shall not Die:

How should ye? by the Fruit? it gives you Life

To Knowledge: By the Threat’ner? look on mee,

Mee who have touch’d and tasted, yet both live,

And life more perfect have attain’d than Fate

Meant mee, by vent’ring higher than my Lot.

Shall that be shut to Man, which to the Beast

Is open? Or will God incense his ire

For such a pretty Trespass, and not praise

Rather your dauntless virtue, whom the pain

Of Death denounc’t, whatever thing Death be,

Deterr’d not from achieving what might lead

To happier life, knowledge of Good and Evil;

Of good, how just? Of evil, if what is evil

Be real, why not known, since easier shunn’d?

God therefore cannot hurt ye, and be just;

Not just, not God; not fear’d then, nor obey’d:

Your fear itself of Death removes the fear.

Why then was this forbid?  Why but to awe,

Why but to keep ye low and ignorant,

His worshippers; he knows that in the day

Ye Eat thereof, your Eyes that seem so clear,

Yet are but dim, shall perfectly be then

Op’n’d and clear’d, and ye shall be as Gods,

Knowing both Good and Evil as they know.

That ye should be as Gods, since I as Man,

Internal Man, is but proportion meet,

I of brute human, yee of human Gods.

So ye shall die perhaps, by putting off

Human, to put on Gods, death to be wisht,

Though threat’n’d, which no worse than this can bring.

And what are Gods that Man may not become

As they, participating God-like food?

The Gods are first, and that advantage use

On our belief, that all from them proceeds;

I question it, for this fair Earth I see,

Warm’d by the Sun, producing every kind,

Them nothing: If they all things, who enclos’d

Knowledge of Good and Evil in this Tree,

That whoso eats thereof, forthwith attains

Wisdom without their leave? And wherein lies

Th’offence, than Man should thus attain to know?

What can your knowledge hurt him, or this Tree

Impart against his will if all be his?

Or is it envy, and can envy dwell

In heav’nly breasts? These, these and many more

Causes import your need of this fair Fruit.

Goddess humane, reach then, and freely taste.

One kind of idealised past which appears throughout the literature of the Judeo-Christian tradition, and perhaps long before, is the ideal time of pure language.  The corruption of language is not definitely marked in any biblical story; the Tower of Babel indicates some kind of threshold; the fall of Man and its immediate effects on prayer marks another; there is another in the distinction between the elocutionary creative processes of the God of the first creation myth, for whom Light and the word ‘Light’ are perhaps aspects of an identity, and the comically haphazard trial-and-error behaviour of the second creation myth’s God, who unsuccessfully tries to pair Adam off with every animal we see around us today, before reducing his ribcage, and who at various points asks questions which we feel are not entirely rhetorical; there is another, when, for the very first time, someone lies.

[GA: there is a book on this by Umberto Eco.]

If this a poem which is to ‘justify the ways of God to men’, some sense should perhaps be given of how Man, as yet unaware of the distinction between good or evil, and with no apparatus for determining the authority of a particular voice, can be held accountable for his transgression.  A militant humanist might have equally criticised Eve if she hadn’t eaten the fruit, for a gross transgression of logic, a neglect of potentially important virtues, once all available evidence had been considered.

One technique Milton uses is to displace the Fall of Man into the fall of man; it is Adam’s transgression that takes prominence, and Adam takes the fruit with a remarkable degree of awareness:

How art thou lost, how on a sudden lost,

Defac’t, flow’r’d, and now to Death devote?

Rather how hast thou yielded to transgress

The strict forbiddance, how to violate

The sacred Fruit forbidd’n!  some cursed fraud

Of enemy hath beguil’d thee, yet unknown,

And mee with thee hath ruin’d, for with thee

Certain my resolution is to Die;

How can I live without thee, how forgo

Thy sweet Converse and Love so dearly join’d,

To live again in these wild Woods forlorn?

This is not the only technique employed.

Milton also works the language of Satan’s lie into a very particularly suspect shape.  Paradoxically, for Satan’s speech to best exhibit the qualities of a lie, it needs to contain some of the truths which it denies.  His hypocrisies are hidden well, but attentive dutifulness, a willingness to engage with this grubby language, and a resistance to being dirtied by it, will bring them forth.

It is in that careful enjambed area which a too-casual run-on reading will remove that much such material is lodged.  It is perhaps unsurprising that it is this area, where the demands of regular speech – so often associated with rationality, argument, information -- negotiate the demands of metred verse – associated with the romantic, the epic, the idealised, the artificed.

O Sacred, Wise, and Wisdom-giving Plant,

Mother of Science, Now I feel thy Power

Within me clear, not only to discern

Things in their Causes, but to trace the ways

Of highest Agents, deem’d however wise.

Fourteen words are capitalised, nine that do not begin a line.  There are three pairs of capital letters (O/Of, Sacred/Science, Plant/Power) and one triplet (Wise/Wisdom/Within).  The capitalised words of the first two lines, coming at places where they might be stressed, and prefigured by the stage direction, ‘The Tempter all impassioned thus began’, are lingering Rome words, which export their rhythm and with it their connotations into the next three lines.  The prominence of ‘trace’, ‘ways’ and ‘wise’ is enhanced, and the rhythm of ‘O Sacred’ fits well around ‘Of highest’, particularly since there has been some unity in the line beginnings between the two – moTHER, wiTHIN, THINgs.  ‘Highest’ takes connotations from ‘Sacred’, which indeed might be a more fitting word.  But where it is desirable to surmount heights, it is forbidden to conquer the sanctified.

The close appearance of the close words ‘Wise’ and ‘Wisdom’ allows the emergence of a faint but instructive rhythm.  As the first sense, ‘Plant . . . now I feel thy Power’, a sinister revelation of the possibilities of the fruit as a weapon, is cleared away, the word that enters in, refines and then decisively defines the proper sense is ‘Within’: a word that recalls by its shape and sound ‘Wisdom’, and asserts itself as a corrupted, wasted, thinned version of that thing.  ‘Trace’ is used where many other words might do – ‘know’, for example – and both unmarked senses, as of something being copied, imitated, forged, and of a partial something, a scrap, are I believe active here.  They work on ‘ways’, and through ‘ways’, they work on ‘wise’. 

Another passage demands attention for the way it winds compelling and complex rhythms around a few important pegs, words of short duration but a nonetheless expansive nature: just, good, evil, Death, God.

Shall that be shut to Man, which to the Beast

Is open? or will God incense his ire

For such a petty Trespass, and not praise

Rather your dauntless virtue, whom the pain

Of Death denounc’t, whatever thing Death be,

Deterr’d not from achieving what might lead

To happier life, knowledge of Good and Evil;

Of good, how just? Of evil, if what is evil

Be real, why not known, since easier shunn’d?

God therefore cannot hurt ye, and be just;

Not just, not God; not fear’d then, nor obey’d:

Your fear itself of Death removes the fear.

Why then was this forbid?  Why but to awe . . .


[GA: Praise/pain assonant half-rhyme]

The first enjambed line bears marks of Satan’s duplicity.  The self-enclosed nature of ‘Shall that be shut to Man’, indicated first by its comma book end, is further emphasised by an alliteration which does not spread to other parts of the verse, and the regularity of stresses that the similarity of ‘that’ and ‘shut’ promotes.  By comparison, ‘which to the Beast / Is open?’ operates in a very different environment.  ‘To’ is a Wiggan word, despite its position in the line.  ‘Which to the’ form the scampering footsteps of ‘Beast’, hurried to the right margin of the verse, that dynamic, flexible, uncertain place.  As ‘Man’ is attached to the impenetrable, shut left margin, the Beast is allowed to roam through the right margin and onwards, into an openness of space, into the openness of the word ‘open’, into the openness of a question mark.  The suggestion is that, though the line is intended to be spoken with disbelief, it shows much awareness that the treasures being offered properly are shut to man.

There is a slightly comical aside – ‘whatever thing Death be’ -- in the fifth line of this extract.  Satan has attached rather more force to ‘pain / Of Death’ than he intended; having tried flattery by imparting Eve with ‘dauntless virtue’ against such a hardship, he hurries to imply (perhaps noticing Eve’s widening eyes) that perhaps Death isn’t much of a hardship at all – that, well, nobody really knows and perhaps it isn’t that important.   He recovers quickly, and the diagnosis of the final four lines is that each stage of the argument is rhythmically entwined with the next, so that we are propelled with Eve from one into the next without time to consider properly the cementing logic, but tacitly accepting rational connection on the basis of linguistic connection.

Satan’s small misjudgement here might also be linked to the deception he is steering, through one final example of a meaning that ends one line comprehensively reconfigured in the next.  


Much of the force of ‘pain / Of Death’ comes from the alliterative rhythm it is held in – the petty frictives of petty, praise and pain are giving way to the more deafening d-beats, which rely on the dramatic appearance of the word ‘dauntless’.  This in turn relies on the relative softness of ‘rather your’ following the incongruity of ‘praise’, and the necessity of ‘dauntless virtue’ all remaining traces of the sense that hovered before the enjambment.

A small extract from the morning hymn of Book V may help to put it in context:

Speak yee who best can tell, ye Sons of light,

Angels, for yee behold him, and with songs

And choral symphonies, Day without Night,

Circle his Throne rejoicing, yee in Heav’n,

On Earth join all yee Creatures to extol

Him first, him last, him midst, and without end . . .

Thou Sun, of this great World both Eye and Soul,

Acknowledge him thy Greater, sound his praise

In thy eternal course, both when thou climb’st,

And when high Noon hast gain’d, and when thou fall’st . . .

The purpose of this world, indeed its nature, is one of praise – not subservience, but a glorious turning towards the miracle of its own existence, towards its perfection in God.  Praise is the solemn single function of man.

So what lie is this?

For such a petty Trespass, and not praise

5.

Different prosodic approaches yield more or less rewarding results on different authors.  The unit of the author may not even be the most appropriate one to work with -- nor even the unit of the poem.  We might speak of a combination of prosodic approaches rendering a single poem more comprehensible; this line might be governed by a rule from one approach, that line from a rule of another.  The limits of prosody are not clearly defined, nor need be: characteristics which affect the texture of language may be taken into account that barely affect the sound of language.  In general, the more a poem demands to be seen, and the less it demands to be heard, the more these features must be taken into account.

I will end the essay by enumerating some of the many reasons to be sceptical of this sort of criticism, some of the many dangers inherent in it.

1) It is difficult or impossible to judge among different approaches by the kind of results they produce.
To make an attempt, we should be careful of a few things:

a) Is a method’s vocabulary straining to describe effects, or leaving important effects out?

b) Is a vocabulary using only a portion of itself to describe effects?

c) Or does the vocabulary fit well?

And then:

a) Are the important non-prosodic characteristics in the text (as evinced by themselves, or as revealed by the prosody and judged objectively) corresponding to prosodic effects?

b) Or are just some content effects corresponding to some prosodic effects?  Are we deciding these characteristics are important because our method has found prosodic effects corresponding to them?

However, even with this kind of careful sifting, the justification of means by ends is philosophically dubious.

Here’s an analogy that wishes it were a fable.  We might try to discover what the sun is like, and how it works.  Each of us has a different idea about how to go about doing this.  One person wants to sit and think about it all day.  Another wants to stare at it all day.  Someone else wants to make all kinds of measurements with strange contraptions.  The next person has his own set of contraptions, different from the first.

We agree that if we were to enquire too deeply into the methods involved, we’d never have time to apply them to the sun.  So we divide up and go about our investigations individually.

Some go blind.  Later, some meet and present their results.  A few of these are easy to discard.  They include the approaches that have bloomed enormous new vocabularies to fill the space between our immediate experiences of the sun, and some complicated theoretical world.  Ingenious they may be, but economic they are not, and it is doubtful whether they would ever be useful in better appreciating the sun.

Other results are more equal, and we have to agree that to a certain extent these approaches must be allowed to co-exist.  But there are a few understandings of the sun that distinguish themselves.  The explanation of the sun as a hole in the sky through which is glimpsed a world of fire is applauded for how it reminds us of the fragile nature of our ordered existence against a general rule of chaos.  The explanation of the sun as a shadow cast on the sky is admired for the way in which it invites us to undermine past assumptions, deconstruct systems of authority and influence.

And so on – but the casualties of the first stage included an obscure theory forwarded by a nervous and angry man concerning the principles of gravitation.  Although intimidated by his ferocity and his Latin, a collective murmur brushed him aside by noting that the theory only told us how the sun moved, not why it shone, and that there were more intuitive theories that could explain both these fundamental features.  A more charming fellow made some headway with talk of chemical elements and notions of general relativity, but nobody took him seriously because he seemed to be describing such counterintuitive, inhuman things, and he used the word ‘photon’ and had a bad haircut.  A man who talked of eleven dimensions, Calibu-Yau shapes and a world made of string was laughed off the podium.

Whether we are straining our eyes into the sun or into a poem, using the ‘results’ of methods as criteria for judging the methods’ value is dangerous when we don’t have good criteria to judge the value of the results.

2) When a critic notices features of form-content reciprocity, metrical or otherwise, he doesn’t always say why.

It is often simply assumed that this is a useful activity.  While the effects are being noted, we are often implicitly asked to believe one or more of the following:

a) The activity is worthwhile in and of itself, perhaps because it is interesting, beautiful, clever, amusing.  This is fair enough, but the notion here is not so much one of dismantling a poem, inspecting each part, and then reconstructing them into a more satisfying experience, as the dismantling of a poem, and the lodging of the critic’s own ‘poems’ into its parts, which hum into life, beautiful parasites, in subsequent readings.

b) The effects are part of what makes the poem literary.  There are times when it is very difficult to express a meaning without ‘mimicking’ it in form.  Certain words sound like what they represent.  Is their usage therefore always literary?  It is very difficult to make a case for an inherent ‘literariness’ in any text, and I am inclined to think that whether or not we regard a text as ‘literature’ is determined by the largely irrational and unpatterned activities of cultural institutions, into which we should not try to read any consistency.

c) These effects are part of what makes the poem good, beautiful or effective.  It is a difficult question as to whether this is ever the case, and an enormously difficult question as to whether it is the case in a particular circumstance.  With regard particularly to the mimicking of sound and sense, Simon Jarvis used in one of his lectures the analogy of classical music.  There are places in, for example, Vivaldi, where the sounds mimic birdsong.  Other music tries to represent narrative through onomatopoeia.  These devices may be interesting gimmicks, but they are not why we listen to the music.  (Yet this may not so obviously be the case when a human voice is involved – because there, perhaps, onomatopoeia converges with emotion.  An angry voice, a sorrowful voice, may be sounding like what its singer feels like, may be involved in some kind of effective form-content reciprocity).  Furthermore, form is no more inherent in the text than meaning.  We impose a certain structure on words, and when we receive the word ‘apple’, for example, and the image apple, we may be inclined to use the image ‘apple’ as a model or skeleton for the form we impose.  It is certainly possible to find quite convincing effects in texts that are not good, beautiful or effective.
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The following is a poem by Amy Kemary.  Kemary is a writer I discovered by searching on the Internet for the phrase ‘Hi! My name is Amy!’ wherever it appeared near ‘Here are my poems!’

I Still Love You 

It's so hard to say goodbye 
To you-
The only person I've ever loved. 
To know that you don't love me 
Is a pain in my heart, 
An irreplacable gap in my soul. 
For so long, 
I've thought of you, 
How I've loved you, 
And how, for a short time, 
You loved me. 
Now you say 
That you don't love me. 
It's the final wrenching pain 
In an already incomplete heart. 
If you've found someone new, 
How could she love you 
As much as I did? 
How could she hold you 
In her arms 
And whisper that she'll never let go 
And mean it as much as I? 
If you really don't love me, 
Have you been living a lie these past months? 
You know me. 
I can't say goodbye to you. 
I just want you to know 
That as long as I live, 
No matter what you do, 
Where you are, 
I will still love you.

We might notice first the flamboyant disregard of line-length consistency, with syllable counts ranging from two to ten apparently without pattern.  But the enormous amount of variation prevents a particular typographical phenomenon from occurring anywhere in the poem except one important place.  In the lines beginning ‘That you don’t love me’ we notice a swelling heart-shape struggling to establish itself.  Near its centre is ‘In an already incomplete heart’.  The most important manipulation of the text to produce the more heart-shape is the omission of one word: ‘don’t’ from ‘That you don’t love me.’  With ‘Now you say / That you          love me’, the fragmented, partial heart is completed.

Even more interesting than this typographical effect is the periodic presence of lines which resist the flailing, unbridled, irrational movements of which the poem generally consists.  These are the lines where there are three words, and three syllables.  Hidden within the untrustworthy excesses of a naïve spurned girl professing eternal love, is a quiet, confident voice, speaking with purity:

For so long, 

You loved me.

Now you say

In her arms

You know me

Where you are

Impossibly, the poem holds a kernel of enduring love – though the person to whom the poem is addressed will have many passions, he will always discover, in any touch, his past discovery of touch, he will understand his new loves through the memory of his earlier ones, perhaps particularly of this childlike one – perhaps, particularly, his first.

Nor is the possibility of such features a property of language alone.  The human mind is good at forging connections, but not good at contextualising these connections in a scheme of chance or design.  Just as Skinner pigeons given food at random intervals develop ‘superstitions’, perform ceremonies of twitches and jerks in the conditioned understanding that this relates to the relief of their hunger, so humans have had their rain dances, and still have a kind of rain dance folded into the way we perceive the world.

There have been real and sometimes devastating consequences of our critical tendency to find design in chance.  There is perhaps no greater illustration of an unmerited discovery of intent and effect in a work of art than the teleological argument for the existence of a Creator.  Non-biological fields of study have benefited from evolutionary concepts from Darwin on -- economics, electronics, social history, history of art.  I am quite bewildered as to how they might profitably be applied to an understanding of poetic composition, but I have a strong intuition that it is possible.  (Perhaps it is already at work, disguised in other vocabularies).  Elements that seem to indicate design might be shown to be the products of replicating, refining systems of information.

[Since I wrote this, I’ve been thinking on how this final part of c) might bear on b).  Could we say that these effects we are recognising evolved into place in the body of text we call ‘literature’, because texts without such effects were ill-adapted to survival in universities, schools, theatres, publishing houses, and sooner or later perished in obscurity?  Analogous to genetic inheritance would be the ‘influence’ of one writer on another, of one writer on himself, of one edition of a text on the next . . . yet there seem hints of more interesting directions . . . ]

[On a somewhat different topic, I’ve found it increasingly useful to replace the notion of a word’s ‘meaning’ with descriptions of the word’s consequences in a particular situation, or plausible consequences in a hypothetical situation.  Words are bound up in time, they happen, they are happened to.  The word ‘peach’ bears no more absolute relation to the idea ‘peach’ than it does to a peach.

Cause and effect in the hard sciences can often be described by abstract formulae, and the detailed consequences of very small individual situations can be predicted with some accuracy.  But with certain situations – in medicine, in history, in insurance, in war, in economics, in psychology (in certain kinds of particle physics, I believe) – predicting their development becomes a very different business.  The outcome of individual circumstances cannot be predicted with much certainty; what we can often do is predict the movement of an entire system.

We don’t know if this mouse will become pregnant, but we know thirty percent of the population will have offspring.  We don’t know if your husband will survive his cancer, but we know that sixty percent of men in his situation survive.

If an author writes with the focused desire to employ particular effects, and to prohibit the chance occurrence of particular detrimental effects, and if the critic writes with a similarly focused desire, to objectively search for these effects, then although each item of our catalogue of effects is doubtful, and although the catalogue certainly omits true intent, and invents false intent, we may nonetheless make an overwhelming case for overall intent.

The unfashionable spectre of the “author’s intent” has remained influential in modern critical practise, often possessing discreet forms of language to do its work.  I believe it remains both an honourable objective and a useful tool.  (In searching for intent, there is even use in the dangerous traditions of a psychoanalysis of the author on the basis of his texts and whatever inadequate biographical information we possess.)  We must merely recognise that the scale of our investigations must be large enough to accommodate a significant body of evidence.  This kind of criticism works with the maddening mathematics of long-term and large-scale cause and effect, of huge painful turmoils of consequence, of great storms causing butterflies altogether elsewhere to flap their wings.  Which, if you like that sort of thing, is most exciting.

[Is there then any use in trying to formalise parameters by which certain things said about a text are true, others merely interesting?

I can think of at least one reason why working out ‘rules’ to finally only employ as guidelines or even only as inspiration, might have some benefit.  It’s the ceremony.  It’s the purification and strengthening of the critical faculty.

It’s a principle that applies to reading, and might even apply to living.

In a piece on ethics, at http://members.aol.com/scissorside/win.htm, I wrote:

“I do again find a practical and personal role for rigorous philosophical enquiry.  My thought is as follows: we recognise that our abilities change over time.  We see that our situations change over time.  However we decide what is ethical, we should be able to agree that there are times when we are better at deciding than at others.  The utilitarian may not be so good at his happiness math first thing in the morning.  The existentialist may have lifer’s block, dreading that no matter how he tries he won’t be good, he just won’t.  The intentionalist may find that he can’t be, just Kan’t.

Admiring someone who is strong in times of temptation should be similar to admiring, for example, a businessman who works well under stress.  His ability is commendable, but far more so if he made all possible preparations before the difficult circumstances arrived. There is nothing commendable about a person who is forced to heroic measures by his own procrastination or lack of planning.

I suspect that some sort of regular ceremony could prepare me for my own future weaknesses.  So I sometimes sit quietly, trying to establish in my mind which impulses are reprehensible, which clues are likely to arise that I am in a situation I should chiefly consider ethically.

After a while, I restlessly go switch on a television.

After a while, I go buy the soda it told me to.  Others pray, don’t they? 

My inability to predict the future is one of many obstacles. I build fragile castles of contradictory speculations.  There are no walls, only windows and doors. Every possibility opens into others.  The only thing I am sure will arise is everything that will befall.

*

Undramatically but importantly, the activity takes on a different character when I begin to write down my ideas. I write amatuerish responses to the words of those "inadequate old men".  I write a letter, and it is at once writing a critique of my past actions, an uplifting confession, and a blunder through a kind of training session.  Here, my mind grows more aware of its own psychology, learns to maker faster distinctions, to more cleanly separate the relevant pith from the immaterial din, all the while hoping it doesn’t strain something, and wondering if it would recognise if it did.”

Since writing that piece, I haven’t written a word on Ethics -- it’s been about a year now :-)

We’ll see.

� About an inch and a half, so far.  The foot notes, like the shaded areas (and possibly everything else except some of the pictures) can be disregarded.


� Though misunderstandings may still play a part.


� This is tempered by the realisation that no prosodist will or should try to be the master of all prosodic techniques.  Nursing a favourite in difficult conditions will allow the prosodist to refine its operations and improve his aptitude with it.  A strong capacity for one approach, and adequate knowledge of some others, likely outweighs merely adequate usage of many or all approaches.


� 241, Prosody and Purpose in the English Renaissance, The John Hopkins University Press, 1989


� All Faustus quotations taken from CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, THE COMPLETE PLAYS, [J. B. Steane Editor], Penguin Classics, 1986


� There may be a respect in which the defining environment has an even narrower existence, something analogous to a metrical foot.  It’s possible we sometimes judge the stress of one syllable relative to its syllabic roommate. Pictorially, we can conjure up two groups of five – or five groups of two – but it is a freakish psyche that can keep ten Indians, or indeed anything more than seven dwarves, together, distinct, and in one instant.  We scan telephone numbers in manageable morsels.  Why then, might we not scan a line of verse by gathering ten ‘tic’s into five ‘tic toc’s?  I am no more decisive about metrical feet than I am about real feet, but although the beginning and ends of words are powerfully active templates for clumping syllables together, when we sing verse, these individual words do tear apart very easily.  The ‘thu-thump’ of the human heartbeat, a modest movement of blood followed by a powerful thrust through the body, is a pervasive and compelling rhythm that might encourage each syllable to seek a partner, to tell of a corresponding beat of blood.








� It is perhaps significant that the energy to bring the two characters closer is sourced in the Evil Angel.  Circumstances allow the two voices to come remarkably close together, but only one of those voices need relish this proximity: the other, if it registers it at all, will do so with squeamishness and regret.





[GA: It’s the good angel’s fault for not finishing his lines (stichomythia).]





� Sometimes, duration is even called upon as a factor which may determine the stress of a syllable, but ignored insofar as it locates that syllable and the syllables which follow.


� The alternative formulation -- that texts use various typographical methods to suggest a single quality, which is quiet, the pause, the silence -- I think conflates a number of quite distinct channels available to a poet.  It is not possible to speak, for example, all the effects of George Herbert’s ‘The Altar’.


� Well, more or less ‘more or less’.  Silences do have quite different characters, but it is unlikely that the speaker can exert much direct control on his pauses except where they begin and end, and very unlikely that he could so colour silence as to represent any range of typographical characteristics.  There may nonetheless be other ways of bringing the look of the page into performance.


� All Paradise Lost quotations taken from JOHN MILTON, PARADISE LOST, [Christopher Ricks Editor], Penguin Classics, 1989





