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In opposition to the language of poetic clichés, Wordsworth formulated his fa-
mous requirement that poetic language should be “a selection of language really
used by men” (1802: 40). This postulate seems to push poetic language so near
to ordinary language that its specificity is lost, but the ordinariness of poetic lan-
guage is constrained on two sides. First, Wordsworth leaves no doubt that his
“ordinary” man is a highly idealized creature and so is his language. It is a langu-
age arising “out of repeated experience and regular feelings”, and, as such, “a
more permanent, and far more philosophical language, than that which is frequ-
ently substituted for it by Poets” (1802: 41; see Owen 1969: 7). On the other
side, the specific character of poetic language is protected by Wordsworth’s re-
quirement that the poet’s selection of verbal means be guided by “true taste and
feeling”. Under this guidance, the selection will “entirely separate the composi-
tion from the vulgarity and meanness of ordinary life; and, if metre be superad-
ded thereto, I believe that a dissimilitude will be produced altogether sufficient
for the gratification of a rational mind” (1802: 47; emphasis added).

This statement clarifies Wordsworth’s position: having established a vital link
between poetic language and the language of ordinary men, Wordsworth ultima-
tely reasserts its dissimilitude from ordinary language use. A similar strategy is
employed in Wordsworth’s consideration of the relationship between poetic and
scientific language. First, Wordsworth asserts that both poetry and science im-
part knowledge and truth (1802: 52). This traditional formula is offset by the
unequivocal statement that a fundamental “contradistinction” exists between
“Poetry and Matter of Fact or Science” (1802: 47n.; see Wellek 1932: 131). The
contrast is expressed in a curious conjunction of secondhand Aristotelian and ro-
mantic phraseology: truth of poetry is “not individual and local, but general, and
operative; not standing upon external testimony, but carried alive in the heart by
passion” (1802: 50). Although this formulation is almost “mystical” (Richards
1925: 257), it supports the conclusion that Wordsworth’s poetics includes a po-
stulate of the specificity of poetic vis-a-vis scientific language.

In which direction, then, is poetic language pulled when it is made distinct
from both ordinary and scientific language? Wordsworth’s second, modified
statement of his basic requirement gives us a clue for answering the question:
poetic language should be based on “the real language of men in a state of vivid
sensation” (1802: 42; emphasis added). Clearly, the emphasis is shifted from or-
dinariness to expressivity. A poet who defined poetry as “the spontaneous over-
flow of powerful feelings” is proposing an expressive conception of poetic lan-
guage: poetic language gives voice to “the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when
agitated by the great and simple affections of our nature” (1802: 42). We should
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SCHEMA 1
"expressive"
"ordinary" I "scientific"
"nonexpressive"

This reconstruction reveals the significance of the Wordsworthian impetus: it
is a decisive step in the development of the modern, aesthetic theory of poetic
language foreshadowed occasionally in the eighteenth century. Wordsworth per-
ceived that this theory has to be based on functional assumptions, on the view
that poetic language pursues aesthetic aims. At the same time, he intimated that
the aesthetic effect is conditioned by structural properties of poetic language, by
“the perception of similitude in dissimilitude” and “dissimilitude in similitude”
(1802: 57). In this observation Wordsworth came close to discovering one of the
fundamental structural principles of poetic language, the principle of equivalen-
ce; however, because of what he modestly called “my limits” (1802: 57), he left
this discovery to others®.

For Wordsworth, no doubt, metrical language is the core of poetic language; it
is the meter and the sound organization in general which produce the highest ae-
sthetic effect, the “overbalance of pleasure”. But Wordsworth also makes it clear
that he is opposed to the traditional rhetorical conception that restricted poetic
language to metrical poetry; the domain of poetic language extends over both
“good poems” and “good prose”. In statements that were both perceptive and
controversial, he united prose with poetry in one variety of language: “There nei-
ther is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose and
metrical composition” (1802: 47); in fact, “some of the most interesting parts of
the best poems will be found to be strictly in the language of prose, when prose is
well written” (1802: 46). These formulations could be interpreted as bringing
Wordsworth back to where he started — to the ordinariness of poetic language.
His qualifier in the second quote indicates, however, that he had a special kind of
prose in mind, prose that is “Sister” to “Poetry”, no less than is “Painting” (1802:
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it becomes a framework for defining poetic styles that can be represented as po-
ints moving along the axes of ordinariness and expressiveness. Poetic language
cannot be understood in contrast to any particular language variety; its specifici-

“ty can be formulated only in contrast to abstract properties and norms of a unive-
rsal system, nonpoetic language. Coleridge’s theory is the first systematic at-
tempt to capture both the structural and the functional specificity of poetic
language within this new contrastive framework.

To reveal the specific structural properties of poetic language, Coleridge had
to narrow its scope. Contrary to Wordsworth, Coleridge insists on a strict separa-
tion of the language of metrical and prosaic compositions (1817: 179)'!; the con-
cept of poetic language then applies solely to the domain of metrical poetry. In a
crucial theoretical move that represents the core of Coleridge’s poetics, metrical
patterning is not only incorporated into the organic whole of the poetic structure
but becomes its dominant constituent: “A legitimate poem ... must be one, the
parts of which mutually support and explain each other; all in their proportion
harmonizing with, and supporting the purpose and known influences of metrical
arrangement” (1827: 150). In this way, the aesthetic conception of poetic langu-
age is integrated into morphological poetics, making its mereological model
more definite and comprehensive. All parts of the organic poetic whole, such as
“images” and “thought”, are subordinated to the prime source of “delight”, to
metrically organized language. Although tensions and contradictions between
the parts are recognized in Coleridge’s mereology, they are “reconciled” by the
harmonizing power of meter'?. Not surprisingly, when Coleridge applies his ae-
sthetic conception of poetic language to “practical criticism” of Shakespeare’s
Venus and Adonis, he perceives as the poem’s “first and most obvious excellen-
ce ... the perfect sweetness of the versification” (1817: 153)".

Although Coleridge’s structural version of the aesthetic conception grew out
of his criticism of Wordsworth, he in fact arrived at a position which is compati-
ble with that of his friend: meter is the necessary specific property of poetic lan-
guage. Coleridge’s formulation is certainly more advanced because it is spelled

- out within the morphological theory of poetry. In addition, Coleridge is logically
consistent when he restricts poetic language to metrical compositions. In princi-
ple, however, both Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s formulations reveal a funda-
mental, as yet unresolved dilemma of all attempts to describe the specificity of
poetic language purely in terms of structural properties. Nobody will deny that
meter, and sound patterning generally, is a feature that distinguishes poetic from
nonpoetic language. Yet metrically organized language is not extensionally equ-
ivalent to poetry. This disparity was recognized by Coleridge. He pointed out
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notes that language in the aesthetic function is not restricted to metrical compo-
sitions: “The communication of pleasure may be the immediate object of a work
not metrically composed; and that object may have been in a high degree attai-
ned, as in novels and romances” (1817: 149; cf. 1811: 2: 163). In the final acco-
unt, Coleridge’s theory of poetic language rests on a two-level differentiation:
the domain of poetic language is defined by its specific, aesthetic function; its
structure is represented by patterns, devices, and principles of organization
which characterize the core of this domain, that is, verse poetry'®. Poetic langua-
ge enters into a system of functional and structural oppositions with nonpoetic
language: the presence or absence of the aesthetic function; metrical organiza-
tion or the lack of it; and the absence or presence of communication of truth.

We have noted that Coleridge’s reinterpretation of Wordsworth’s conception
of poetic language converted the two-dimensional contrastive matrix of Schema
1 into a framework for a theory of poetic styles. Now, having examined Coleri-
dge’s views we are ready to reconstruct the contrastive matrix underlying the de-
finitive romantic conception of poetic language. The new model (see Schema 2)
expands the original contrastive matrix by introducing a third, aesthetic axis. On
this axis one pole is reserved solely and exclusively for poetic language; all other
nonpoetic language varieties are located at the opposite pole. The contrast defi-
ned on the aesthetic axis is the constant of poetic language; its changing relation-
ships with the particular nonpoetic language varieties define the space of its sty-
listic variability. Such a synthetic representation of the romantic theory of poetic
language both respects and transcends its historicity.

SCHEMA 2

»poetic*

»honpoetic*

e ‘>-l<:expmive“
: 13 + 113
Hhonexpressive ,ordinary
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sion stands for; sense is “the mode of presentation [die Art des Gegebenseins]”

of the referenge (1892: 41; 57). The distinction may be illustrated by using

Frege’s much discussed example. The expression morning star and evening star

have the same reference, both designating “the second planet from the sun”, but

they present the reference in two different “modes™ and, therefore, carry diffe-

rent senses; the first expression evokes by its form the semantic constituent “mo-

rming”, the second, that of “evening”. If we add the name Venus to the designa-

tions of the planet, we obtain yet another sense for the same reference.

Developing his concept of reference further, Frege suggested that the domain of
reference for ‘names’ is constituted by objects, sets, and relations; the reference

of a sentence is its truth value, or, as Frege put it, “we are driven into accepting

the truth value of a sentence as constituting its reference” (1892: 48; 63). What, .
then, is the sense of a sentence? It is the ‘thought’ (Gedanke) expressed by the

sentence. The thought of the sentence The morning star is a body illuminated by

the sun differs from that of the sentence The evening star is a body illuminated
by the sun, so that the two sentences have different senses but the same reference

(1892: 47; 62)*.

The semantic theory applies to, and, indeed, defines referential language, that
is, a language whose sentences are truth-functional. Sentences of poetic langua-
ge cannot be interpreted by this two-tier semantics; they lack reference and truth
value. I must quote Frege’s principle of poetic semantics in extenso, because all
of its presuppositions and implications need to be taken into account: “On hea-
ring an epic poem (representing poetry in general) ... apart from the euphony of
language, we are seized only by the sense of the sentences and by the ideas and
feelings which are evoked. The question of truth would cause us to abandon the
aesthetic delight (Kunstgenuss) and turn to a scientific attitude. Therefore, it is
immaterial for us whether the name Odysseus, for instance, has reference, as
long as we accept the poem as a work of art” (1892: 48; 63). A rarely quoted, but
theoretically very significant footnote is appended: “It would be desirable to
have a special term for signs which have to have sense only. If we call them, say,
images (Bilder), then the words of an actor on the stage would be images; inde-
ed, the actor himself would be an image” (1892: 48; 63).

The contrast between referential and poetic language became a central pro- .
blem of Frege’s philosophy of language. He was repeatedly concerned with it,
as the papers and notes published in his Nachlass demonstrate (1969: 128, 133,
208, 209, 211, 243, 250; 118, 122, 191, 192, 194, 225, 232). Two passages from
these documents will elaborate the principle of Frege’s poetic semantics, the
first concerns the meaning of words, the second, that of sentences: “Of course, in
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tics of referential languages, which studies the truth conditions and reference re-
lations of verbal signs; (b) the semantics of sense languages (“images”), which is
concerned with the rules and patterns of sense organization. Poetic semantics is
sense-language semantics; its task is to study how poetic texts constitute and or-
ganize sense to express “ideas” and “feelings”.

4. The semantic particularity of poetic language is a necessary consequence of
its aesthetic function. If scientific language is to fulfill its cognitive function, it
has to be a referential language subject to truth valuation. If poetic language is to
serve its aesthetic function, it must be liberated from referentiality and truth va-
luation. Poetic language has to be pure-sense language, because it is precisely
the structures of sense (in conjunction with sound organization) which generate
aesthetic effects. When the requirement of truth is imposed on poetic texts, or
when these texts are interpreted in truth-functional terms, the specificity of po-
etry as an aesthetic phenomenon is denied or, at least, neglected.

The necessary correlation between the aesthetic function and the semantic
principles of poetic language is the cornerstone of Frege’s poetic semantics. If
we understand language functions as pragmatic concepts — in that they link lan-
guage with its users — then we are entitled to designate the Fregean theory of po-
etic language as a semantic conception based on pragmatics. Some of Frege’s
later formulations, however, lead us to believe that he was moving toward a pu-
rely pragmatic conception. This move was connected with, indeed motivated by,
a significant shift in Frege’s general semantics. In late Frege the form of a sen-
tence is no longer sufficient for establishing its assertoric character. The que-
stion “whether it [the sentence] really contains an assertion... must be answered
in the negative if the requisite seriousness is lacking” (1918-19: 36; 356). The
“recognition of the truth of a thought”, that is, the act of “judgment” (Urteilen)
has to be supplemented by the “declaration (Kundgebung) of this judgment”,
that is, by the act of “assertion” (Behaupten) (1918-19: 35; 355-56). Truth-con-
ditional semantics is annexed by speech-act theory. Frege’s original rejection of
“psychologism” is revised, and the speaker’s intention (his “seriousness”) beco-
mes a decisive factor in the semantic status of his utterances.

The result, as well as the test of the pragmatic semantics, is a new conception
of poetic language. The contrast between referential and poetic language is now
purely pragmatic: the presence or absence of the “assertoric force”, that is, of the
speaker’s commitment to, or rejection of, truth valuation. Accepting play as a
model of poetry, Frege comes to the conclusion that sentences of poetic langua-
ge are “apparent assertions” (Scheinbehauptungen). “As stage thunder is only
apparent thunder and a stage fight only an apparent fight, so stage assertion is
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and immediate object of science is the acquirement, or communication, of truth; the pro-
per and immediate object of poetry is the communication of immediate pleasure® (Cole-
ridge 1818, 1: 163).

' The hierarchy becomes a functional norm for critical judgment. Coleridge expres-
ses a negative opinion about Wordsworth’s poetry that ,,moralizes“ the reader; such po-
etry ,,proposes truth for its immediate object instead of pleasure,” thus reversing the pro-
per hierarchy of functions. The resulting didacticism and tendentiousness are alien to
poetry and belong ,,more appropriately to ,,sermons or moral essays* (1817: 220, 221).

'® It should not escape our attention that Coleridge, in conformity with his organicist
aesthetics, perceived the specificity of poetic language not only in structural and functio-
nal terms but also in the pragmatic aspect of the poietic act: ,,The very act of poetic com-
position itselfis, and is allowed to imply and to produce, an unusual state of excitement,
which of course justifies and demands a correspondent difference of language® (1817:
184).

' For a survey of many, mostly indefinite, meanings of the term *poetic/artistic truth’,
see Hospers 1946; Abrams 1953: 312-20; Kayser 1959; Ingarden 1966, 1: 395-412; Ha-
mburger 1979: 47-93.

*% To my knowledge, this is a common defect of the vast literature on Frege’s seman-
tics and philosophy of language, including the most significant monographs (Dummett
1973; Sluga 1980) and collections of papers (Klemke, ed. 1968; Schirn, ed. 1976). Inste-
ad of a systematic discussion of Frege’s semantics of poetic language we find only refle-
ctions on the favorite topic of philosophers of language, the problem of ’empty’ (fictio-
nal) names. Even Evans, who recognized the role of the theory of poetic (fictional)
language in Frege’s general semantics, considers it just a ,,cover-up® for a faulty inter-
pretation of empty singular terms (Evans 1982: 28).

2! In Frege 1918-19 the notion of thought (Gedanke) is reinterpreted in accordance
with the general shift in Frege’s semantics, which will be touched upon later. For our to-
pic it is important to recognize that in Frege’s onthology ’thought’ is ,,the third realm®,
distinct both from the objective world of things and from the subjective world of mental
images (Vorstellungen) (43: 363).

2 The necessary relationship between Frege’s general semantics and his theory of po-
etic language is revealed also in his treatment of sentences with ,.,empty designations*
(fictional names); they are called ,,poetry [ Dichtung]“, even when they occur in referen-
tial texts (see 1918-19: 42; 362).

2 Frege’s denial of truth value claims for poetry has completely different philosophi-
cal foundations and axiological consequences than the position held by early positivists.
Because poetry lacks truth value, and science is the only source of truth, the positivists
concluded that poetry is inferior to science (for a résumé of this view, see Abrams 1953:
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(8 laskavym svolenim autora pfeti¥téno z knihy Occidental Poetics. Tradition and Progress, Lin-
coln - London, University of Nebraska Press, 1990, kap. 4.)

Koncepce bdsnického jazyka: Wordsworth, Coleridge, Frege

Autor podrobng analyzuje historicky vyvoj nézorl na basnicky jazyk a specifiku
uméleckého stylu. Jako nejstar¥i uvadi koncepci rétorickou. Ta byla pfekonéna aZ v ro-
mantismu, kdy vznikly zdrodky moderni teorie bésnického jazyka; koncepci estetickou
(resp. jeji funk&n&-strukturni verzi) vytvorili pfedeviim W. Wordsworth a S. T. Coleri-
dge. Coleridge pfichézi i s pfedstavou riznych bésnickych styld, které maji riizny vztah k
“nebdsnickym” jazykovym varietdm. Pfedstavitelem sémantické koncepce basnického ja-
zyka je pro autora hlavn& G. Frege (opozice jazyka referenéniho a jazyka basnického, kde
se neklade otdzka pravdivostnich hodnot). S teorif Fregeho se pak dostavame do blizkosti
teorie feCovych aktl a pragmatické koncepce basnického jazyka (poezie jako hra). V
zavéru autor doporucuje nezlistdvat na extrémnich pozicich (perspektiva formalisticka,
¢isté strukturni na jedné strand a pragmatickd na stran& druhé) a smefovat spise k integraci
koncepce estetické a sémantické.
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