Language Varieties


VARIETIES OF LANGUAGE
Comment on the word choice of…
Before you can answer individual questions on the language of a passage of writing, you need to establish whether it is written in a formal or an informal style and whether the word choice is literal or figurative. By the end of this section you should have a clear understanding of these terms.

Formal and Informal Language
It is possible to convey the same piece of information in very different styles of language. The list of by-laws for a Tennis Club might state that:

Members may introduce, with the prior approval of a designated Committee member, not more than one visitor at a time, but the names of the introducing member and visitor must be recorded on the Visitors' sheet on the club notice board on each occasion. Failure to do this will result in the withdrawal of this privilege from the member concerned.
On the other hand, if the Club President sees a player disregarding the role, he might say:

If you don't write your names on the notice board, you'll not be allowed to bring your friend again.
The basic meaning is the same in both cases but the language of the first is very formal while the second is informal. What are the differences between the two?

Literal and Figurative Language
Although the Tennis Club rules and the President’s comment differ widely in their degree of formality, both are examples of language being used to convey information in a literal way. This just means that words are being used to mean exactly what they say: their use corresponds to the definitions you would find if you looked them up in a dictionary.

Obviously, most language is used in this sense, but words can also be used in a non-literal way. In everyday conversation we use expressions like these:

She's only trying to wind you up- don't rise to the bait!

Keep practising- maybe you'll be a big star one day!
Here the physical objects ("bait", "star") are not actually the real subject of discussion but are brought in by way of comparison. These words are being used figuratively or metaphorically.

REMEMBER: A simple way of working out whether a word is being used literally or

figuratively is to ask whether the thing is actually physically present, or whether it is brought in by way of comparison.

(a) Figures of speech involving comparisons

Simile:
A comparison in which one thing is said to be like something else (A is like B). Laurie Lee uses the following simile to describe how passers-by reacted when he played his

violin in the street for the first time:

It was as though the note of the fiddle touched some sub-conscious nerve that had to be answered- like a baby's cry.
The sound of the "note of the fiddle" is the real subject; the "baby's cry" is not actually heard but is brought in as a comparison. A baby's scream cannot be ignored; in the same way, the pedestrians felt compelled to react to the music.

Note, however, that not every comparison with the word "like" or ''as'' in it is necessarily a figurative use of language: "The scenery of Ireland is like the Highlands of Scotland" is not really a simile as it is simply a comparison between two similar, literal subjects.

Metaphor: 
Here the word "like" or ''as'' is missed out in the comparison. The subject is said to be

the same as the figurative comparison (A is B). On his travels in Spain, Laurie Lee met

an attractive girl who was a fanatical communist. He uses the following metaphor to

describe her:

Her lovely mouth was a political megaphone. 
Again, her mouth is the real subject and the "political megaphone" is brought in as a

comparison to emphasise, not just that she talks non-stop about politics, but that she

does so in a loud and perhaps aggressive way.

Writers sometimes sustain and develop the one comparison over several lines. Here a

journalist is discussing the subject of a single European currency:

Europe is an express train heading for monetary union. But a train can come off the rails. Last week we were being urged to take our seats in the dining-car. We should have been just in time for the signalmen's errors in France and Germany. The row on the footplate was set off by the German finance minister…
This technique is known as an extended or sustained metaphor. The initial metaphor of the express train is continued in the sentences which follow by references to other words

connected with railways, such as "dining car", "signalman" and "footplate".

Personification:
A special  type of metaphor in which an inanimate object is given human characteristics, moods, reactions and so on. This figure of speech is often used in descriptions of nature, as in Tennyson ' s poem The Lady of Shalott :

The broad stream in his banks complaining…
A river cannot really "complain": the personification is used to indicate that the water

seemed noisy, restless and turbulent as if it felt dissatisfied.

As these examples would suggest, figurative language is used in literature to help readers

picture more clearly the subject being described. Imagery is a general term for any language techniques which paint pictures in words by making comparisons and covers specific figures of speech like simile, metaphor, personification and so on. 
WHAT THE EXAMINER IS LOOKING FOR
A previous Higher Interpretation passage was on the subject of burying nuclear waste. Referring to a sentence which read,

How, then, should the rulers of today warn future generations of the filthy brew

that they have buried beneath their feet?
candidates were asked to:

Explain how effective you find the metaphor "filthy brew". 2 marks
In tackling such questions, ask yourself

* What is being compared to what?

* In what respects are the two similar?

* How does the comparison help you to visualise the subject better?

Here are the steps by which you could arrive at a good answer for the question above:

* A store of nuclear waste is being compared to the disgusting concoction in a witch's

cauldron.

* Both are mixtures of unpleasant ingredients which are extremely harmful to man.

* The metaphor helps you appreciate the unpleasant and harmful nature of the waste.

Having clarified these three points in your mind, you can now devise a well-worded answer:

Answer: The metaphor is very effective as "brew" has connotations of a poisonous

concoction in a witch's cauldron, made of disgusting ingredients. "Filthy" strengthens the sense of its revolting and disgusting nature. The metaphor helps the reader appreciate the unpleasant and harmful nature of the waste and its potential for having evil consequences for man. 
FOR PRACTICE

Bearing in mind the advice given on the previous pages, comment on the effectiveness of the Imagery in the following examples:

1. A house like this became a dinosaur, occupying too much ground and demanding to be fed new sinks and drainpipes and a sea of electricity. Such a house became a fossil, stranded among neighbours long since chopped up into flats and bed-sitting rooms.

2. The shipyard cranes have come down again

To drink at the river, turning their long necks

And saying to their reflections on the Clyde,

"How noble we are."

3. The gas-mantle putted like a sick man's heart. Dimmed to a bead of light, it made the room mysterious as a chapel. The polished furniture, enriched by darkness, entombed fragments of the firelight that moved like tapers in a tunnel. The brasses glowed like icons.

4. But pleasures are like poppies spread:

You seize the flow'r, its bloom is shed;

Or like the snow falls in the river,

A moment white -then melts for ever.

5. My instructor, one of Seville's most respected professors of the guitar, was a small, sad man, exquisitely polite and patient. Each day, at the stroke of ten, he knocked softly at my door and entered on tiptoe, as though into a sick room, carrying his guitar-case like a doctor's bag.

"How are we today?" he would ask sympathetically, "and how do we proceed?"

After an hour's examination, during which he tested all my faulty co-ordinations, he

would hand me a page of exercises and bid me take them twice a day.

6.  Built like a gorilla but less timid. ..

he walks the sidewalk and the

thin tissue over violence.

7. At the open window of the great library of Blandings Castle, drooping like a wet sock as was his habit when he had nothing to prop his spine against, the Earl of Emsworth, that amiable and bone-headed peer, stood gazing out over his domain.

8. Here, R.L. Stevenson is describing an attack on an antique shop dealer:

"This, perhaps may suit," observed the dealer and then, as he began to re-arise, Markheim bounded from behind upon his victim. The long, skewer-Like dagger flashed and fell. The dealer struggled like a hen, striking his temple on the shelf, and then tumbled to the floor in a heap…In those poor miserly clothes, in that ungainly attitude, the dealer lay like so much sawdust.

9. The rain raced along horizontally, sticking into them like glass splinters till they were wet through.

10. Time, the great magician, had wrought much here.

(b) Other useful figures of speech and literary terms
There are many other literary techniques which can loosely be classified as figures of speech. This term can include almost any use of language to achieve some kind of special

effect beyond the basic function of conveying information. Some of these figures of speech relate more to the sound of the word than to its meaning, which is why such techniques are often to be found in poetry; other figures of speech have to do with exaggeration. It would probably be safe to say that what they all have in common is that the writer's main concern is less with the straightforward literal meaning of the words than with the achievement of a particular effect. The effect might be descriptive, or humorous, or sarcastic, or emphatic, and so on.

The following list of definitions will be useful for reference and will help you to answer

interpretation questions like

Comment on the effectiveness of…
Comment on the tone of…
Although it is not absolutely necessary to know all of these terms, you will find that it is

often simpler to identify a technique by its proper name rather than struggling to explain it in another way. For convenience, these terms have been grouped into four categories:

(i) Sound effects
Alliteration: This is usually defined as a series of words in which the same letter is

repeated, usually at the beginning of two or more words. However, remember that, as

with all literary techniques, the writer must be using it to create a particular effect. Once they have been introduced to the idea of alliteration, students sometimes start to find examples of it everywhere! As there are only 26 letters in the alphabet, it is inevitable that in some sentences there will be some words with the same initial letter:

He carried a box of books up to the storeroom on the top floor of the building.
There are three words beginning with "b" here but all of them are simple nouns and

there does not appear to be any particular literary effect intended. However, when the

travel writer Patrick Leigh-Fermor, describing a town in Holland, talks about the clip-clop of clogs on the cobblestones the alliteration is clearly deliberate: you can almost hear the rhythmical sound of the wooden shoes on the street.

Onomatopoeia is a name given to words which imitate the sound they are describing and you may have noticed that this figure of speech often works in conjunction with alliteration. As in the above quotation, alliteration helps to create an onomatopoeic effect. This is how D.H. Lawrence describes a snake drinking from a water trough in his poem Snake:

He sipped with his straight mouth,

Softly drank through his straight gums, into his slack long body,

Silently.

The alliteration of the letter "s" (also known as sibilance) creates a "hissing" effect appropriate to a description of a snake.

Pun: a play on words involving words which sound similar but have different meanings. The effect intended is usually a humorous one, although there are plenty of bad jokes that depend on puns!

"Waiter!"

"Yes sir?"

"What's this supposed to be?"

"It's bean soup, sir."

"I don't care what it's been. What is it now?"
(ii) Overstating, understating and talking in circles
Hyperbole is deliberate exaggeration in order to emphasise the point being made- often for a humorous effect. The television presenter Clive James often uses this technique with great skill. He describes Marlon Brando as "Hollywood's number one broody outcast" and says that:

He could order a cheeseburger with fries and make it sound like a

challenge to the Establishment.
Litotes is the opposite of hyperbole: deliberate understatement. In My Family and Other Animals, Gerald Durrell writes of his mother:

On Monday morning I found her in the garage being pursued round and round by an irate pelican which she was trying to feed with sardines from a tin.

"I'm glad you've come, dear," she panted; "this pelican is a little difficult to handle."
As with so many other figures of speech, hyperbole and litotes are not confined to

writing but are often used in everyday conversation:

Isn't there anything to drink? I'm dying of thirst! (Hyperbole)

The teacher wasn't exactly overjoyed when I told her that I'd left my work

at home. (Litotes)

Euphemism: a way of making an unwelcome truth seem less harsh or unpleasant by dressing it up in inoffensive language. Many euphemisms are connected with the subject of death, as when we say that someone has "passed away" rather than "died".

In 1948, the novelist Evelyn Waugh wrote a novel called The Loved One which makes

fun of American funeral customs, in the course of which he uses many euphemisms

such as "leave-taking", "Slumber Room", "Whispering Glades" and "Before Need

Provision Arrangements". Can you guess what some of these terms might refer to?

Euphemisms are equally plentiful in the world of politics. One of the most famous examples came from the 1950s Prime Minister, Sir Anthony Eden, who once said: "We

are not at war with Egypt. We are in a state of armed conflict."

Circumlocution: this literally means "to talk round" something- in other words, to state something in a long, roundabout way rather than addressing the subject simply

and directly. 
(iii) Contrasts, opposites and contradictions
Paradox: a statement which appears to be a contradiction but which, on closer examination, does contain a truth. For example, to preserve the peace, prepare for war
seems to be a contradiction, but it is based on the "deterrent" idea that if one side builds

up its military strength then the enemy will not dare to attack, and thus peace will be

maintained. The oft-quoted comment by Oscar Wilde is an example of paradox:

"Nowadays people know the price of everything, and the value of nothing."

Oxymoron: a condensed form of paradox, in which two opposites are placed side by

side to heighten the effect of contrast. Edwin Muir's poem The Horses ends with horses coming to a group of human survivors of a nuclear war and voluntarily allowing

themselves to be used to plough the land: the poet describes their action as "free

servitude". 

Juxtaposition simply means placing side by side. In the above example of oxymoron,

it could be said that the two opposites are placed in juxtaposition. A writer might deliberately place two sentences beside each other to highlight the contrast between

them. 
Dustin Hoffman became famous in the sixties in The Graduate playing a nervous young man who suspected that life in America was stacked against him. In the seventies he became more famous still as an even more nervous, slightly less young man, who knew that life in America was stacked against him.
 (iv) The new, the old and the overused
Neologism: Coining of a new word, usually to describe a recent development or invention for which an appropriate term does not exist. Some modem examples are: microwave oven, filofax, teletext, video-conferencing.

Archaism: Whereas a neologism is a newly-invented word, an archaism denotes a

word from the past which is no longer in current use.

Arm thyself lightly, mount to horse, keep thy land, aid thy men, hurtle into

the press. Thou needest not to strike another, neither to be smitten down.
A writer may deliberately try to write in an archaic style in an attempt to recapture the

feel of a historical period.

Cliche: an expression which at one time might have been original but has now become

overused, such as "in this day and age" or "all part and parcel of”. Well-worn similes, like ''as white as snow" are cliches and should be avoided like the plague (another cliche!).

FOR PRACTICE 
Identify which of the above techniques are used in the following extracts.
Remember that more than one technique might be used in each case.

You should then go on to consider the more difficult question of why the writer has used that technique. What effect is he trying to achieve?

1. We wait, listening

     to bus tyres on rain say "hush" and "west".

2. Ben Battle was a soldier bold,

And used to life's alarms.

A cannonball shot off his legs

So he laid down his arms.

3. We come across crowds and confetti, weddings

    With well-wishers, relatives, whimsical bridesmaids.

4. The machine sobs

     through its cycle. The rhythm throbs

     and changes. Suds drool and slobber in the churn.

5. It was a morning of mysterious monotones: black rocks above and a black sea

beneath.

6. Christmas found me

     with other fond and foolish girls

     at the menswear counters

     shopping for the ties that bind.

7. [He] goes off ...leaving behind only

     books that will not be read

     and fruitless fruits.

8. He started off as an Olympic swimmer who won so many medals he could stay fit

just carrying them around.

9. Member of Parliament: Is the government still intent on implementing these savage cuts which will strike at the very fabric of our society?

Government Minister: We are carrying out an in-depth examination of current expenditure to see if economies can be made which will ultimately benefit the taxpayer.

10. "I have our brochure here setting out our services. Were you thinking of interment

or incineration?"

"Pardon me?"

"Buried or burned?"

11. "I would speak with you, Sir Minstrel," said the young knight. "If thou dost not find

the air of this morning too harsh, heartily do I wish thou wouldst fairly tell me what can have induced thee, being, as thou seemest, a man of sense, to thrust thyself into a wild country like this, at such a time."

12. It was a game of two halves. United set out their stall to soak up Rovers' pressure and hit on the break; however, they flirted with disaster and only a crunching tackle by Alan Gough on Marc Laudrup as the latter was about to pull the trigger kept the scores level. Towards the interval, Rovers did score twice through Tommy Shearer, leaving United a mountain to climb and giving themselves a valuable cushion.

In the second half it all went pear-shaped for Rovers: Kevin Durie scored two fine goals to throw United a lifeline. United manager, Walter Jansen, was over the moon while his counterpart, Roy McLean, declared himself sick as a parrot. This was British football at its worst.

13. Given the nature of the hotel I'd expected the menu to feature items like brown

windsor soup and roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, but of course things have moved on in the hotel trade. The menu now was richly endowed with ten-guinea words that you wouldn't have seen on a menu ten years ago -"noisettes", "tartare", "duxelle", "coulis", "timbale"- and written in a curious inflated language with eccentric capitalizations. I had, and I quote, "Fanned Galia Melon and Cumbrian Air Dried Ham served with a Mixed leaf Salad" followed by "Fillet Steak served with a crushed Black Peppercorn Sauce flamed in Brandy and finished with Cream", which together were nearly as pleasurable to read as to eat. I was greatly taken with this new way of talking and derived considerable pleasure from speaking it to the waiter. I asked him for a lustre of water freshly drawn from the house tap and presented au nature in a cylinder of glass, and when he came round with the bread rolls I entreated him to present me a tongued rondel of blanched wheat oven baked and masked in a poppy-seed coating. I was just getting warmed up to this and about to ask for a fanned lap coverlet, freshly laundered and scented with a delicate hint of Omo, to replace the one that had slipped from my lap and now lay recumbent on the horizontal walking surface anterior to my feet when he handed me a card that said "Sweets Menu" and I realized that we were back in the no-nonsense world of English.

PAGE  
10

