LING 131 language and Style

Lecture 2 Week 5: Point of View in Prose 1
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(1)
The only thing that moved upon the vast semicircle of the beach was one small black spot. (1) As it came nearer to the ribs and spine of the stranded pilchard boat, it became apparent from a certain tenuity in its blackness that this spot possessed four legs; and moment by moment it became more unmistakable that it was composed of the persons of two young men. (2)

(Virginia Woolf, Solid Objects)

(2)
Mr Verloc heard the creaky plank in the floor and was content.  He waited.  Mrs Verloc was coming.

(Joseph Conrad, The Secret Agent)

(3)
Whatever it was, it made a nice change from the usual sort of news, these days.

 (Nadine Gordimer, Something Out There)

(4)
There are four figures in the field, besides Lewis on the reaper-binder.(1)  Mr Luscombe: red-faced and crooked-grinning, one eye with a cast behind his steel-rimmed spectacles, a collarless shirt with a thin grey stripe, darned, the cuffs worn, cord trousers with peaks at the back for braces, but held up also by a thick leather belt.(2)  Bill, his younger son, nineteen, capped and massive, six inches taller than anyone else on the field, arms like hams, a slow giant, clumsy at all but his work .... but see him scythe, dwarf the distort handle and the blade, the swaling drive and unstopping rhythm, pure and princely force of craft.(3)  Old Sam in breeches, braces, boots and gaiters, his face forgotten, though not his limp; a collarless shirt also, a straw hat with the crown detached on one side ('let's in th'ole air a bit, doan'ee see') and a tuft of wilted heart's-ease tucked in the black band.(4) And finally a boy in his mid-teens, his clothes unsuited, a mere harvest helper: cotton trousers, an apple-green Aertex shirt, old gym shoes...(5)

(John Fowles, Daniel Martin, Ch. 1.)

(5)
Once upon a time there lived a sweet little girl, who was beloved by everyone who saw her; but her grandmother was so excessively fond of her that she never knew when she had done enough for her. (1) One day the grandmother presented the little girl with a red velvet cap.(2)

(6)
One thing was certain, that the white kitten had had nothing to do with it - it was the black kitten’s fault entirely.(1) For the white kitten had been having its face washed by an old cat for the last quarter of an hour. (2)

(Lewis Carrol, Through the Looking Glass)

(7)
She opened the door of her grimy branch-line carriage, and began to get down her bags.(1)  The porter was nowhere, of course, but there was Harry...(2) There, on the sordid little station under the furnaces, she stood, tall and distinguished, in her well-made coat and skirt and her broad grey velour hat.(3)

(D.H. Lawrence, Fanny and Annie.)

(8)
Ida Arnold sat up in the boarding-house bed. (1) For a moment she didn’t know where she was. (2) Her head ached with the thick night at Sherry’s. (3) It came slowly back to her as she stared at the thick ewer on the floor ... (3)

(Graham Greene, Brighton Rock)

(9)
A figure appeared in the door.(1)  It was Conchis.(2)

(John Fowles, The Magus, Ch. 62.)

LING 131 Language and Style

Point of View in Prose 1: TASKS FOR LECTURE 1 WEEK 7

TASK 1: READING

Make sure that, between week 13 and 14, you read chapter 9 in ELPP. You may also want to read Geoffrey Leech and Mick Short, Style in Fiction pp 173-85 and 257-80, and/or Roger Fowler, Linguistic Criticism, chapter 9.

TASK 2: BEING THE AUTHOR!

(1)
Below is a description of an event which we have invented.  We have tried to tell it in as neutral a way as possible.  Please read it through. 

A woman is sitting in a room with the door closed.(1)  She is stroking a cat which is sitting on her lap.(2)  A man, who has a gun in his hand (he  is a policeman looking for an escaped murderess) enters the room suddenly.(3) The woman jumps up in fright.(4)  The cat runs past the man and out through  the door.(5)  The woman attacks the man with a knife.(6)  In reaction he  shoots the woman, who receives a wound in the arm.(7)

(2)
IMPORTANT: We would like you to do two things before you begin the writing task below:

(a)
WORKING IN PAIRS, play out the roles of the man and the woman in the passage.  Don't try to do this alone - you need someone to work with so that you can  discuss the following points:

(i)
When playing the role of the man, what do you know that the woman doesn't know? What do you see that she doesn't see? What feelings or reactions do  you have that the woman can't know about? What are your thoughts during the episode? In what order do the events impinge on your consciousness?


and vice versa:

(ii)
When playing the role of the woman, what do you know that the man doesn't know, and what do you see that he doesn't? What feelings or reactions do  you have that the man can't know about? What are your thoughts during the  episode?  In what order do the events impinge on your consciousness?

(b)
Discuss with your partner (in crime?) all these aspects, and decide how they will affect the language in your re-telling of the story.  One of you should then choose to tell the story from one point of view, and the other from the other.

(2)
Now, we want you to rewrite the  story, sticking as closely to the events decribed in the original as you can, but paying close attention to steps of perception, either from the point of view of the woman or from the point of view of the man.  Thinking about the last lecture and your reading should help you to do this. You can insert a few important extra details where you feel they are really necessary, but only if they are strictly relevant to the change in viewpoint.  This is not a free exercise in creative writing!  We are most interested in your narrating roughly the same content as in the original, but from the point of view of the different participants.  Change the words as much as you like, while keeping the basic content in tact.  Please avoid first person narration, and use instead third person narration in the past tense (i.e. the 'usual' form for narration). You should be able to do this in round about 100 words.

REMEMBER: You know/see different things according to the point of view. The sequence in which things are perceived or appear to happen may change according to the point of view. The descriptive focus (nearness or distance from the fiction) can interact with point of view.

Bring your retelling of the story, clearly written out, to the lecture for discussion, which will centre on such questions as:

(a)
What are the differences between the three versions?  Is it possible to specify them in detail  (i.e. in terms of the language features)?

(b)
Which of these differences are a result of the change in viewpoint?

(c)
Is the 'neutral' original text really neutral?

TASK 3 TEXT ANALYSIS

Before the next lecture, we would also like you to examine the way in which point of view is indicated/controlled in the following short text. What do the underlined  parts of the description tell you about viewpoint, and how/why?:

[Context: Robyn Penrose, English literature lecturer at Rummidge University leaves home on her way to a machine-tools factory, where she is to 'shadow' the manager of the factory as part of an exercise to increase understanding between universities and industry. Charles is her lover, another English lecturer.]

The little Renault already looked sculpted out of snow, and the key would not turn in the frozen door-lock. She freed it with a patent squirt imported from Finland, and hastily discontinued, called Superpiss. Charles had given it to her for a joke, suggesting she use it as a visual aid to introduce Saussurean linguistics to first-year undergraduates, holding the tube aloft to demonstrate that what is ononmatopoeia in one language community may be obscenity in another. . . 

. . . With the Rummidge A to Z open on the passenger seat beside her, she set off to find Pringle & Sons, somewhere on the other side of the city: the dark side of Rummidge, as foreign to her as the dark side of the moon.

(David Lodge, Nice Work, p 63)

