Stylistic markers of “serious relief”
in Wildes Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime

SALVATORE ATTARDO
( Youngstown)

In this paper, I will analyze the issue of “serious relief” in Wilde’s novella
Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime which has been the object of extensive analysis in
Attardo (2001). In brief, the story relates the trials of a young man (Lord Arthur
Savile) who is told by a cheiromantist (palm reader) that he will commit a mur-
der. Lord Savile is upset by the news and wanders all night in the streets of Lon-
don, in despair and horror. He then returns home and determines that he cannot
marry his fiancé until he has committed the crime he is predestined to. He at-
tempts unsuccessfully to murder two of his relatives and finally as he is about to
give up, runs into the cheiromantist and murders him by throwing him in the
Thames.

As mentioned above, the novella is analyzed in some detail in Attardo (2001).
I did not however touch directly on the matters discussed below and in fact this
analysis may call into question, at least partly, the previous conclusions. This is
not the place to reproduce the analysis of the story, nor even its conclusions. [
choose to focus instead on a particularly significant phenomenon, which I dub-
bed “serious relief”. It will be useful to begin by defining “serious relief”.

The definition of serious relief (obviously patterned on “comic relief”) given
in Attardo (2001) was any stretch of text in an otherwise line-rich context that
contains few or no jab lines. Thus essentially a serious relief section in a humo-
rous text is merely a patch of text with little or no humor in it. In this context, we
are not interested in the functions of serious relief, but merely in its identifica-
tion and specifically, its determination on internal linguistic factors (i.e., we rule
out, for example, cases in which the author tells us that a certain passage in a
book was meant entirely seriously). The most significant example of serious re-
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SI: Lord Arthur Savile (LAS) is struck by fear
TA: LAS
NS: register humor

LA: register markers: mythological names, personifications, “freedom from sordid care” “bea-
utiful boyish insouciance”.

In other words, I saw the second paragraph as being a case of register humor
in which an inappropriately grandiose style is used to describe a mundane topic
(however strange, i.e. Lord Arthur Savile’s terror at having his death forecast by
a cheiromantist). However, the first paragraph shows no obvious sign of exagge-
ration, as those listed in the LA knowledge resource above. Once we analyze
closely the adjectives in the text, however, things change markedly.

Consider the distribution of the adjective “dim” in the text. The line numbers
were generated by the concordancing program [ used, they give a rough idea of
the position in the text. Significantly, all four occurrences of “dim” are within
the serious relief passage:

910  them made his eyes dim with tears. Looking at him, one would have said that Neme-
sis

1113 though iteration could  dim the horror of the word. The sound of his own voice made him

1175  hardly knew. Hehada dim memory of wandering through a labyrinth of sordid houses,
of

1221 out of the window. A dim haze of heat was hanging over the great city, and the roofs

and “sordid” which occurs only twice in the text

917  inits freedom from sordid care, its beautiful boyish insouciance; and now for the first

1176  through a labyrinth of  sordid houses, of being lost in a giant web of sombre streets, and

even “pink” which is not a mood marker occurs in “serious relief” only:

908  looking lovely in her pink brocade and pearls, and he hardly heard Lady Windermere

1187  greenjade againstthe  pink petals of some marvellous rose. Lord Arthur felt curiously

and such is the case for “delicate”, which is also hardly a mood marker

908  looking lovely in her pink brocade and pearls, and he hardly heard Lady Windermere

1187  green jade againstthe  pink petals of some marvellous rose. Lord Arthur felt curiously
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his friend Rouvaloff,a  young Russian of very revolutionary tendencies, whom he had
met

and after shaking the young Russian warmly by the hand he ran downstairs, examined
Lord Arthur. Few young men do nowadays.’

shall never show youa young lady’s letter again! But what shall I say about the clock? I
there with a party of young men, and he was obliged

They always felt young. Some years afterwards, when two beautiful children had
Windermere’s lions are  young men who are lionized. They “’last only one season

course I do,’ said the young man, smiling. ‘But why?’ ‘Because I owe to it all the

as well as “terrible” with two out of seven occurrences in serious relief
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conscious of the terrible mystery of Destiny, of the awful meaning of Doom

he was filled withthe  terrible pity that is born of love. He felt that to marry her, with
and terrible though the task laid upon him undoubtedly was, yet he
placed in a position of  terrible difficulty,

gone through all that terrible anxiety

days to get over his terrible disappointment, and for a time his nerves were

have failed. It was a terrible blow to him

and possibly “beautiful” with two out of six occurrences in serious relief:

157
750
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looked wonderfully beautiful with her grand ivory throat, her large

to one of the most beautiful girls in London, because that appeared in the MOR-
NING

from sordid care, its beautiful boyish insouciance; and now for the first time he

and sent Sybil a beautiful basket of narcissus, with lovely white petals and staring

once more bright and  beautiful, and all his old gladness came back to him again. One

afterwards, when two  beautiful children had been born to them, Lady Windermere
came

Summing up, we have nine different adjectives that occur only (or almost
only) in serious relief, and a mere three that occur randomly. At first brush, the
hypothesis of a difference in the distribution of adjectives in serious relief seems
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due to the hand-tagging required to identify the relevant parts of speech. A com-
parison of all lexical elements in humor and serious relief could not have been
accomplished manually. A computational analysis is in the planning stages. It
will be interesting to see if the results found for adjectives are confirmed by tho-
se relative to other parts of speech.

Another obvious limitation of the analysis presented is that it is based on only
one text, consisting of a mere 12,000 words, hardly a statistically reliable samp-
le, when lexical statistics are based on corpora of millions of words. However, it
should be emphasized that any validity for the hypothesis tested is programmati-
cally restricted to the text in question. Therefore the main force of this objection
is lost on account of the restricted nature of the hypothesis. It is obvious that the
frequency patterns within a text may provide some text-internal evidence (with
the exception of hapaxes, as discussed in the text).

It would be interesting to compare other humorous texts by Wilde to the fre-
quencies found in Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime in order to determine whether the
conclusions found in this text hold also for other texts, or whether, as seems like-
ly, each text sets up a humorous/serious pattern of opposition.

A subtler limitation of this analysis is that it may be so text-specific as to be
irreproducible: perhaps the presence of a serious relief of about one-sixth of the
text is a unique feature of this story and no other story will have a distinct part
that could be thus analyzed. A jab-by-jab classification, analyzing each sentence
as either including a jab (and hence humorous) or not (and hence serious) and
then comparing the stylistic features of the two classes seems possible (computa-
tionally) but perhaps too detailed to yield useable resuits. Only time will tell, of
course.
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Appendix

List of hapax adjectives: greenish-yellow, straightforward, petulant, flash, gil-
t-edge, professional, blanched, fur-coated, striped, bitter, keen, drunken, frighte-
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