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Introduction
This resource is for those looking to integrate linguistic and literary analyses of particular texts specified for the A Level in English Language and Literature. It deals with features of one of Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience and Shakespeare’s Othello.
Component 02 of the OCR/EMC specification (The language of poetry and plays) requires candidates to apply various linguistic and literary analytical methods, analyse techniques, and explore a number of properties of literary texts. In particular, there is a focus on analyzing poetic and stylistic techniques, while considering connections between different texts. There is an emphasis on how literary and linguistic analysis could be brought together. This will be the primary focus of this resource.
In addition, achievement of the qualification will suggest that the learners understand various literary techniques and the linguistic choices associated with them. In particular, there is a recognition that our understanding of literary style is based on recognizing similar patterns across different texts, and divergent patterns from those which characterise texts belonging to another genre. In the first part of this resource, we will consider how one of Blake’s Songs of Experience uses particular linguistic techniques to problematize the expression of anger with friends and enemies. In the second part, we will look at how rhetorical techniques help to dramatize the conflicting features of Othello’s character. Throughout, the focus is on exploring how linguistic and literary approaches together can inform interpretations of texts. 
William Blake: Songs of Experience, A Poison Tree
Here is the text:
A POISON TREE

I was angry with my friend:

I told my wrath, my wrath did end.

I was angry with my foe:

I told it not, my wrath did grow.

And I watered it in fears.

Night & morning with my tears:

And I sunned it with smiles.

And with soft deceitful wiles.

And it grew both day and night.

Till it bore an apple bright.

And my foe beheld it shine.

And he knew that it was mine.

And into my garden stole.

When the night had veild the pole;

In the morning glad I see;

My foe outstretchd beneath the tree.

On many levels this appears to be a very unremarkable poem, at least as far as its structural organization is concerned. This is foregrounded by the regularity of some parts of its structure: there are four stanzas, with four lines per stanza; the rhyme scheme is regular across stanzas (AABB), and there are typically eight syllables per line, half of which are stressed. So the complexity does not seem to lie in this aspect of versification, or in the relationship between metrical and rhythmic structures. Furthermore, the lexical choices are fairly unremarkable, with a high proportion of Germanic lexical items (as opposed to words deriving from Romance languages like Latin or French). The vocabulary is therefore not the source of the complexity. So where does the complexity in this rich poem lie?

It seems to lie in the grammatical structures used, and in particular in the relationship between the grammatical units (phrases and clauses) and verse units (lines and verses), and how this links to the different treatment of expressed anger with the friend, versus suppressed anger with the foe. Let’s explore this in more detail.

The ‘I’ of the poem (who will be referred to from now on as the speaker, since this is intended as a song) begins with a statement about a feeling of anger towards his friend, and its resolution once that anger was expressed. This takes up two lines of the poem. The first line (a complete main clause, with subject, verb and complement in their expected order) relates the state of anger; the second line (consisting of two main clauses, both of which follow the regular order of subject-verb-object for the transitive clause in the first part of the line, and subject-tense auxiliary-main verb for the intransitive clause in the second part of the line) relates how this anger is dealt with. The anger is expressed in a healthy way, the problem is resolved, and the matter is thus dealt with; from a linguistic perspective, syntactic structures are complete at both line ends, and the word order within each main clause unremarkable. This simple, easy, uncomplicated syntax correlates with the simple, easy, uncomplicated, healthy way of dealing with anger with a friend.
By contrast, the anger associated with the speaker’s foe extends over fourteen lines; the two expressions of anger are thus significantly unbalanced across the poem as a whole. While the final two lines of the first verse appear to mirror the structure of the first two lines, we find as we move to the second verse that the sense is not complete: the first word of the second verse is the co-ordinator And. Thus, despite the appearance of completeness, the discourse structure is not complete at the end of the first verse, and in fact, it marks the beginning of what is to become an increasingly complicated poem syntactically. This correlates with an increasingly complex psychological response to the anger associated with an enemy.

In the second verse, we see that the main clauses are not contained within single lines. Instead, they appear to be complete in lines 5 and 7, but in fact each main clause extends across to lines 6 and 8 respectively. These extensions involve adjuncts of time (night and morning) and manner (with my tears, with smiles, with soft deceitful wiles). Co-ordination works both across verses (between verse 1 and 2, and between verse 2 and 3), and within verses (between lines 6 and 7, and between lines 7 and 8). Nothing is complete; there is no syntactic resolution, in the same way as there is no emotional resolution regarding the anger expressed toward the foe.
By the third verse, the syntactic structures become more complex still. For example, it is in verse 3 where we find the first examples of syntactic subordination (e.g. the subordinate clause till it bore an apple bright) and of atypical word order (the position of the modifying adjective bright after the noun apple in the noun phrase an apple bright). This takes place within a continued cross-verse co-ordination pattern – the final verse also begins with the word and. And this final verse is the most syntactically complex of the four. For example, we find atypical word order between clausal constituents (not just within a phrase as in the third stanza) in the position of the prepositional phrase and verb in into my garden stole; furthermore, for the first time following a co-ordinator at the beginning of the verse, the subject of the first finite verb is not repeated, and the reader/hearer must recover this from the previous verse. In addition, the variations in syntactic structures give rise to more than one possible parsing of the sequence In the morning glad I see. One possible parse has glad as an adjectival modifier of morning, atypically as a postmodifier, since adjectives usually precede the nouns they modify, though this structure is possibly prefigured by an apple bright in the preceding verse. This parse is much less sinister than the alternative, where glad is not an adjective but an adverb, in which case the sequence has the meaning ‘In the morning, I gladly see …’, and hints at the speaker’s joy at the demise of his enemy as a consequence of the festering anger that has been the central theme of the poem.
A stylistic approach of this kind, which focuses on the interplay between syntactic and metrical organization, is one which allows the linguistic and literary analysis to be intertwined. It does not force one particular reading of the text but recognises correlations between syntactic structures and thematic developments. It offers a way of thinking about the subtle complexity of Blake’s ‘simple’ poetic syntax.
William Shakespeare: Othello
A rather different kind of stylistic approach can be taken to verse drama such as Othello. The play is remarkable as a domestic tragedy. Like other Shakespearean tragedies, there are clearly wider political contexts, given Othello’s status as a military leader, but in Othello, the focus on domestic and interpersonal intimacies is profound, not simply between Othello and Desdemona, and Desdemona and her father, but between Roderigo and Iago, Iago and Othello, Othello and Cassio, Cassio and Iago, and so on, in a complex network of troubled relationships. Given this, we might ask how Shakespeare dramatises the internal conflict between two aspects of Othello: the noble, eloquent military man and the brutish murderer. Again, an approach with focuses both on linguistic structures and literary techniques can be very revealing. By way of example, we can consider the relationship between style and rhetoric in the Elizabethan dramatic tradition.

Adamson (2001) notes three kinds of ‘styles’ which are regularly identified in Renaissance treatises on rhetoric, adopting terminology from the classics. These are the Grand, Middle, and Low styles. The focus here is on the Grand Style, the style associated with tragedy and history (its function being to move the audience to action or to stir their emotions). Adamson observes that any adoption of features associated with the Grand Style will have consequences for our understanding of the drama: “style is given a dynamic role in shaping audience response” (Adamson 2001: 33).
Thomas Wilson’s The Art of Rhetoric (1553), as cited in Adamson (2001: 31), identifies some key features of the various kinds of styles. Wilson speaks of “the great or mighty kind, when we use great words, or vehement figures; the small kind, when we moderate our heat by meaner words, and use not the most stirring sentences; the low kind, when we use no metaphors nor translated words, nor use any amplifications, but go plainly to work, and speak altogether in common words.” Thus we can identify the following as some of the typical features of the Grand Style:

Great words

By great words, what is typically meant are words borrowed or adopted from Latin, particular kinds of archaisms and particular kinds of neologisms, especially novel compound words.
Stirring sentences
Variation in the order of elements in English is much more constrained than in Latin, but in the period, the Grand Style was marked by the use of periodos, the periodic sentence, often achieved by delaying the main verb (either through heavy use of initial adjuncts, or via the figurative scheme of hyperbaton).
Amplifications
This typically involves the use of particular figures of speech, including synonomia (use of words with the same or closely related meanings) and epitheton (use of phrasal appositions, or adjectival modifications).
We might now ask how this relates to our initial question about the conflict between Othello as noble statesman and Othello as a callous wife-killer. To what extent does Othello’s language represent the elevated grand style of the noble orator? His initial self-assessment seems to suggest that we should not expect much in the way of grand oratory: “Rude am I in my speech/And little blest with that soft phrase of peace” (Othello 1.3.82-3). And in the fourth act, there are a number of examples of language which are decidedly not grand:

“Was this fair paper, this most goodly book/Made to write ‘whore’ upon?” (Othello 4.2.72-3)

“Impudent strumpet!” (Othello 4.2.82)
“I took you for that cunning whore of Venice/That married with Othello.” (Othello 4.2.91-2)
And yet, in the first act, just after he has informed us of his ‘rude’ speech, there is clear evidence that Othello is capable of very fine oratory, which draws extensively on features of the Grand Style:
Othello 1.3.128-155

Othello.  Her father loved me, oft invited me,

Still questioned me the story of my life

From year to year - the battles, sieges, fortunes

That I have passed.

I ran it through, even from my boyish days

To th’very moment that he bade me tell it:

Wherein I spake of most disastrous chances,

Of moving accidents by flood and field,

Of hair-breadth scapes i’th’imminent deadly breach,

Of being taken by the insolent foe,

And sold to slavery; of my redemption thence,

And portance in my travailous history:

Wherein of antres vast and deserts idle,

Rough quarries, rocks, and hills whose heads touch heaven,

It was my hint to speak - such was the process;

And of the Cannibals that each other eat,

The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads

Do grow beneath their shoulders. This to hear

Would Desdemona seriously incline;

But still the house affairs would draw her thence,

Which ever as she could with haste dispatch

She’ld come again, and with a greedy ear

Devour up my discourse; which I observing, 

Took once a pliant hour, and found good means

To draw from her a prayer of earnest heart

That I would all my pilgrimage dilate,

Whereof by parcels she had something heard,

But not intentively.

In this speech, we see clear use of great words. For example, in the sequence “And portance in my travailous history/Wherein of antres vast”, all of the lexical items here are Latinate, and only the function words are Germanic, while there is clear evidence of rhetorical creativity in describing the cannibals as Anthropophagi. There is similarly a stylistic use of the stirring sentences. Quite a number of the clauses in this speech involve the figure of speech known as hyperbaton which gives prominence to the lexical verb, and which frequently appears at the end of a line of verse. This is particularly true of the sequence between This to hear and the end of the extract provided. This is combined with the final property of amplification, achieved through the listing of prepositional phrases, and of noun phrases as co-ordinated or appositional objects of displaced lexical verbs: see particularly the sequence between Wherein I spake and It was my hint to speak (and note further how morphological variants of the verb speak frame this particular rhetorical strategy).

More complex is the rhetorical style of Othello after the murder of Desdemona. Here is Othello’s penultimate speech in the play:
Othello 5.2.340-356

Soft you, a word or two before you go.

I have done the state some service, and they know’t.

No more of that. I pray you, in your letters,

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,

Nor set down aught in malice. Then must you speak

Of one that loved not wisely but too well;

Of one not easily jealous but, being wrought,

Perplex’d in the extreme; of one whose hand,

Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away

Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdu’d eyes,

Albeit unused to the melting mood,

Drop tears as fast as the Arabian trees

Their medicinable gum – Set you down this;

And say besides, that in Aleppo once,

Where a malignant and a turban’d Turk

Beat a Venetian and traduced the state,

I took by th’throat the circumcised dog

And smote him thus.

T.S. Eliot provides the following critical assessment of the functions of this particular speech:

“What Othello seems to me to be doing in making this speech is cheering himself up. He is endeavouring to escape reality, he has ceased to think about Desdemona and is thinking about himself … nothing dies harder than the desire to think well of oneself. Othello succeeds in turning himself into a pathetic figure, by adopting an aesthetic rather than a moral attitude, dramatizing himself against his environment. He takes in the spectator, but the human motive is primarily to take in himself. I do not believe that any writer has ever exposed this bovarysme, the human will to see things as they are not, more clearly than Shakespeare” (Eliot 1953: 130-1)

There are a number of linguistic and rhetorical features which would seem to support this view of Othello’s abdication of responsibility. For example, Othello uses patterns of repetition in the listed direct objects of the verb speak, i.e. Of one that loved …; Of one not easily jealous … , where the pronoun used serves a function of shifting the responsibility away from Othello. By using the third-person pronoun one instead of the first-person pronoun me, Othello distances himself from the actions he carried out which brought about Desdemona’s death.
This speech matters because it brings into focus whether, and if so how, “Othello recovers from his moral and linguistic collapse” (Adamson 2001: 47) earlier in the play. Yet even here we see some of the grand rhetorical strategies which characterized some of his earlier speeches. Adamson (2001: 47-8) argues that the last part of Othello’s speech has many of the hallmarks of the grand style.
In addition to the features discussed earlier, we have the use of Latinate epithets such as malignant, turban’d and circumcised, and references to exotic locales such as Aleppo and Venetian.
In attempting to blend the literary and linguistic analysis of various texts, we can add to the many current approaches to the study of English Language and Literature in terms of what to study (the ‘value’ of different kinds of text), and how to think about language and literature. The key feature of this approach is that it links in particular linguistic properties of the text with particular kinds of reader responses.
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