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SUMMARY

This thesis looks at the work of Tony Harrison: his poetry, "from The School of
Eloquence", and "The Mother of the Muses", his theatre works, Yan Tan Tethera and

Medea: A Sex-War Opera, and his televisual documentary-poems, "v.”, The
Blasphemers' Banquet, Loving Memory and Black Daisies for the Bride.

I examine these works in the light of their incorporation and manipulation of 'external'
voices and cultures: of his working-class Leeds background, discourse feminine,
Muslim fundamentalists, literary ‘blasphemers'. In later works, this technique is framed
in terms of supplementing absences, first of voice, then of the human self-presence that
voice figures: of the dead and the mentally non-present.

I look specifically at how this representation of elements generally seen as impropre to
the media he occupies on their part, as a public poet, enables the inserted material he
appropriates from its propre milieu a platform from which to comment on its
conventional, marginalised status. Conversely, I investigate how the gesture of re-
presentation takes Harrison's work further from the 'original' he is seeking to
incorporate as in supplying their 'lack' he occupies their propre space, increasingly in

effect removing them from the discourse.

This double process, presented in terms of Derrida's ideas on supplementation and
joining-as-separating, is seen to be effected by Harrison's manipulation of codes -
oral/typographic, restricted/elaborated. His claimed philosophical positions, with
regard to phallogocentric discourse versus 'discours feminine' and theocentric theatre
versus theatre of cruelty, are interrogated. This brings in Lacanian-psychoanalytic
notions of subjectivity, Harrison's and those of the real people he invaginates into his
texts. His giving freedom to these unbounded forms and their propre occupants is
seen as ultimately a reframing of governance, a re-drawing of boundaries, which in
turn are overrun by the properly wngovernable properties of film/video, human
subjects, and language itself.
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INTRODUCTION

I've got to find the right words on my own.
Tony Harrison, "Book Ends"!

This thesis examines the work of the poet and dramatist Tony Harrison, his poetry -
the sonnet sequence "from The School of Eloquence" and long poem "The Mother of
the Muses", theatre works - Yan Tan Tethera and Medea: A Sex-War Opera, 'video-
poems' "v.” and The Blasphemers' Banquet, and 'poetic-documentaries', the television

programmes Loving Memory and Black Daisies for the Bride?.

I will particularly be addressing the communicative strategies Harrison uses to reach an
audience wider than poetry normally engages. Linguistically, these strategies can be
seen as an incorporation of 'non-standard' speech, voices conventionally considered
'unformed' or 'ill-formed' for poetry, such as those of his family in the sonnet sequence
and Harrison's 'alter-ego' skinhead in "v.” These discrete textualisations of speaking-
subjects as 'other' to the narratorial voice of the poet are structured around Bernstein's
linguistic categorisation of speech codes into elaborated and restricted. These
categories are generally attributed to the middle-class and working-class respectively,
but within the poems, although they take on sociocultural issues, this dichotomy
expresses more personal experiences of 'eloquence' and 'ineloquence’.

Connected with these categorisations is the notion of 'orality’. Following Ong's
exploration of perceptual differences in the function of language for 'oral' and 'literate'
cultures (also no longer as simple as 'uneducated' and 'educated’, as I shall show in the
instance of Muslim orality in Harrison's TV poetry), Harrison's poetry demonstrably
takes into account its apprehension as directly signifying 'action', while the poet is
playing with his role as ‘author', marking his separation from textual control and
presenting his poetry as the network of citations that constitute language.

The need to claim responsibility for these effectively ungovernable voices and citations
becomes one of the central issues I explore in Harrison's work. For the 'oral', non-
literary audience section, categorised by their use of restricted-code speech and oral
worldview, to comprehend Harrison's work, it has to seem to fulfil their perceptual
requirements of language. Specifically, for the works I am addressing, these are two:
that it is directly attributable to the person who signs for it, and that it performs the
formal properties of writing - presents the centricity invoked by 'eloquence' and enacts
a 'truth’, through the denotative authority of the printed word (and videoically in the
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theocentric positioning of the author as authoritative). Yet, as a contemporary writer,
while acknowledging these specious linguistic claims in his subjects (who are also his
'objects’, the targets of his message that they are included in the poetry), Harrison is
inscribing their inverse. His texts invoke the myth of control while demonstrating its
absence, this absence, as 'freedom’, being the other half of the message of inclusion;
you are involved in what has excluded you, and you are free, it does not govern.

In this field of play the voice of the 'other' is appropriated as dialogic antagonist. This
is what I will be focusing on, tracing how Harrison attempts to write the voices of the
excluded - the ineloquent working class, the 'written out' feminine, the anti-literature
(in its postmodern sense, as precisely Harrison's field of inauthority and play) religious
fundamentalists, and the dead or demented 'absent’. The skill with which what I will
call these 'im-propre' are used to deconstruct the generic form within which they are
inscribed exposes these forms' boundednesses. However, it also, reflexively, questions
the poet's method and motives of incorporation, and as much of the ideologue of
literature proves impropre to cultures of orality, the process of rupture works in both
directions, on what is re-contextualised via insertion as well as its effect on the
occupied structure. Ultimately I will be questioning the validity of Harrison's gesture
of inclusion, its possibility on his terms (the explicit terms of the poetic, dramatic,
videoic prefaces to each of the texts discussed here) as in analysing his techniques the
nature of his representation increasingly appears as an appropriation of discourses, a
confinement of them within his own interested textualisations ostensibly made for

them,

My analysis will draw on Derrida's reading of the propre3, to discuss what is propre to
poetry, what to orality, what can pass between them as positively-framed assimilation,
what is appropriated, taken for its own properties out of its proper place, and what
survives, speaks as itself despite these actions. The propre, then, incorporates the
senses of 'property, 'own' and 'proper!, to delineate that which is constitutive of a
structure, form or subject before they come into being as the apprehended
reproduction of themselves; the propre is what is anterior to specific, contextually
engendered framings. In Harrison's designed representation of speech, subjectivity,
ideology, from outside poetry, that which is given as propre to his incorporated
subjects in his characteristic gesture of cross-cultural assimilation can be an
appropriation of their language or stance, a re-presentation of it within his own
framework; when it transcends this frame, their propre also transcends his design,
standing as its own system, opening the deconstruction of his. While his manipulation
produces innovative and engaging Art, Harrison's ostensive relinquishment of authorial
centricity not only places him as a representative of that to which he has no claim, the
free polyphony of genuinely distinct voices, each propre to its own worldview, but
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perhaps more importantly, when this claim is shown to be valid, the presence of these
voices disallows their propre presentation by formalising pbetry: in the act of these
other voices being presented, they are silenced, by the very ina-propre-ateness of the
attempt. As Harrison's career becomes a search for their appropriate form, from
poetry to stage to TV, this problematic of the inherent inappropriateness of 'literate'
approaches to 'oral’ culture will parallel that search in this study.

In Harrison's earlier works generic intertextuality is genuinely disseminatory, Yan Tan
Tethera's central 'myth' of sheepscoring is used to demonstrate the structure of all
cultures to be interdependent, reliant upon the processes of adoption and adaptation.
The more socio-politically motivated texts, "v." and Medea: A Sex-War Opera,
incorporate specific 'other'-voices as a strategy to negate the exclusion and

marginalisation of the discriminatorily targeted groups they 'speak for": the disaffected

unemployed youth, women.  The controversy surrounding "v." testifies its
effectiveness as an engagement with the literary establishment, the 'realism' of the
personified 'skinhead's' language causing widespread debate on obscenity in art. The
often offensive vernacular is justified and made acceptable by presenting the 'skin's'
construction as Harrison's 'alter-ego', so the traces of linguistic governance that
structure this 'separate' voice are ultimately propre to the poet as overall speaking
subject. However, in the case of Harrison's treatment of the Medea myth, the
polyphonic framing of the text is undercut by the authorial will-to-truth, the textually-
established aim to present the true version of the myth is appropriated as part of the
male authorial discourse, the truth that is told is reductively a male projection of

woman, another myth that confines within the gesture of freeing.

Harrison's video work is innovative in its blend of poetry and documentary footage,
combining an external 'reality' within the 'written' videoic diegetic. In judging the
communicative success of the videos (not 'films', they are recorded on video format
and employ the structural techniques of the promo-video as part of their 'propagandist’
function within their presentation as television documentary, as well as generically
borrowing from film proper), I have used Metz's Lacanian-derived positioning of
specular identification. Primary identification is with the camera point-of-view,
secondary identification is with the filmic subject. Through the manipulation of these
two positions, Harrison structures the narrative such that the incorporation of specific
documentary footage of a targeted group allows the specific shaping of their
interactive encoding of the video. This is particularly important in The Blasphemers’
Banquet, where, allowing (to an extent at least) for the oral/literal divide, his attempt
to dissuade fundamentalists is communicated via a semiotic montaging of (their 'own’)
fanatical behaviour; the accompanying text-message is less certain to reach its
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destination, as evidenced by the lack of effective discussion between the ‘oral' Muslims
and the 'literate' literary establishment concerning The Satanic Verses.

As the videoic signification is integral to the spoken text, much of the work being
about the (videoed) 'real' and its organisation, I have produced a text of the video-
images, describing each separate viewing instant of "v." and The Blasphemers'
Banquet, and appended these to this thesis (Appendices One and Two). What is
present on screen constitutes the specular diegetic and is necessarily encoded as
interactive with the spoken text; to this end I have noted each change of shot or focus,
and where the text ties in with the visual producing a specific emphasis, or prioritizing
a 'preferred' encoding strategy. This methodology of discussing complex montage
sequences in deconstructive specificity has been used by Marie-Claire Ropars-
Wauilleumier4 and others in the still exploratory field of film deconstruction. Such
detail is justified in delineating what the manifest cognitive environment is at any given
instant, as, following Sperber and Wilson?, I feel that to give a partial account would
colour the material in designating what is 'relevant' and overlook the effect of the
iterations which are not framed as 'purposive’. The resultant analysis examines not just
the effectiveness of Harrison's interdisciplinary approach, but also how the different
media escape over-all control, how the framing of an external reality, to insert it within
a textualisation, results in the re-emergence of the ungovernable as propre to its

(videoically exploited) exteriority.

Further, the Lacanian framework which I have used to explore relations between
parent and child in the sonnets, and between the sexes in Medea: A Sex-War Opera, is
also applied to explain the psychoanalytic relations between spectator and film image:
the idea of the splitting of the reading/writing/viewing subject into moi and je, self and
other. The mirror-stage identificatory process that leads the fragmented subject to
posit the possibility of wholeness in the re-incorporation of their textual or specular
o/Other is constitutive of the desire that motivates the reading/viewing process. This
desire is necessarily figured as deferral, the gesture of appropriation of the other being
enacted via a suturing process that projects a grafted completeness in the place of
rupture, division, which allows the enactment of completeness without incurring the
'risk' inherent in fulfilled desire, which would be the death of the subject. This reading
is 'propre' as it traces Harrison's own exploration of the theme of death and oblivion,
his transcendental intra-textual signifier, what he calls in The Blasphemers' Banquet
'the big 'O’ of nothingness' re-occurring from text to text.

This overall theme emerges in the sonnet sequence, where the atheist Harrison comes
to terms with the death of his parents, is continued in "v.", the graveyard elegy in
which the poet anticipates his own death, is 'philosophised' in The Blasphemers’
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Banquet where the Muslims' religious deferral of pleasure in the pursuit of Paradise is
countered by Harrison's invocation of Omar Khayyam's carpe diem, 'I love this fleeting
life!, and is explicitly exorcised in the Loving Memory series, where the various cultural
ritualisations and perceptions of death are explored and contrasted, from the nostalgic
escapism of an English rural funeral to the ritualism of a Roman Catholic death,
interrogating the underlying philosophy of /ife that informs how a society perceives its
passing. The key video/programme in this sequence, "Into the Void", can be seen as
an exposition of Harrison's own ideological position, then, incorporating the videoic
techniques and ideas from his sistertexts to create a work that challenges the dominant

perceptions with which his less exploratory texts are framed.

I shall be considering, then, the technical Janguage of Harrison's videos, as well as the
poetry they articulate and the images they revivify ('literally' giving videoed lives, 'real’
peoples' actions to 'images’ whose referents language has deferred). In the structure of
his videos, Harrison demonstrates repeatedly the digital presence/absence divide he is
discussing and making 'real' in appending to his discussions 'documentary' footage, by
blanking out the screen in a mimesis/demonstration of (Lacanian) death. In other
techniques that constitute his vocabulary and form his signature in the medium, he
foregrounds the materiality of the video medium by overt cutting; disorients secondary
identification by montaging syntagma; draws attention to the framing of a particular
point of view in the imposition of closure; comments on the process of textualisation
at play in his even his own re-presentation by inserting himself as actor within his own
productions. These properly video techniques are discussed in terms of Derridean
invagination of separate segments of text or documentary reality, such that the text
enfolds the insert, incorporating the chunk's own context and citational matrix in the
act of appropriating a specific aspect, thus again demonstrating the ungovernable
nature of the structure; the inserted chunk is a structural/systematic piece of its
viewer's life, so the TV-viewing situation enters the programme, just as the programme
alters it. Harrison's work often incorporates this process of mis en abyme, re-inserting
a syntagma within the framing video like an internal reflective incorporation process, a
re-citation that is contained by the thing that is recited. This is most noticeable in 7he
Blasphemers' Banquet, where the opening scene is spliced back into the middle of the
programme, and returned to at the close, its re-appearance serving as a marker of the
video's communication time against which to structure its otherwise fragmented
diegetic structure. Showing Harrison's development through genres, this technique
plays a highly significant role in Medea: A Sex-War Opera; the opening mime of
Medea's execution and Creusa's 'burning' is re-cited throughout the play, re-framed by
the different accounts of the myth that are presented and then destabilized. Since Yan
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Tan Tethera the recitation process has served as metaphor for the mythic circularity of
life, death and regeneration.

Typically the section placed en abyme, is what I have distinguished as the 'dumb show',
an increasingly dense overture-presentation of information and of its interpretation that
in the videos I refer to as a semi-autonomous, supplementary, 'promo video'. Harrison
introduces his theatre and video texts by presenting this masque or mime that
encapsulates the argument of the ensuing performance, providing a way of 'reading’ the
text, 'promoting' it, to capture an audience that would not normally watch a 'poetry'
driven event, or to present to them his basic argument before the channel is changed.
In the Medea opera, the Overture enacts Medea and Creusa's deaths, alongside a
totemic puppet-dramatisation of Medea's child-murder, so providing a visual
representation of the misogynist myths that Harrison is writing against. Yan Tan
Tethera incorporates an elaborate formal 'clockwork' stage piece that enacts the
circularity of time within the forthcoming drama.

The video for "v.” has an extended black-and-white montage sequence that explores
the dual signification of 'V' as victory and obscenity, affirmatory and negatory, in terms
of WWII, the war that popularised it as a gestural semiotic. Here, the 'dumb show'
derives its connotations from silent black-and-white movies, presenting a visual
commentary prior to the poetic text, demonstrating the historical manipulations of
"V's" signification by splicing footage of bombing raids and large-scale devastation
with the propagandic positivism of statesmen and the military. The contextualisation
of conflict places the poem's personal message as a voice that is speaking out for
individual freedom against the social and political restraint that fosters unrest as a tool
of social management.¢ Both The Blasphemers Banquet and "Into the Void"
incorporate dumbshows which situate Harrison as poet anterior to the proceeding text,
marking the identity of the overall text-speaker, and demonstrating his controlling
function, stressing the 'written' as inscribed within the visual medium.

Corollary to, and in a sense originating, this dramatic-videoic figure is the use of
epigraph which introduces the sonnet sequence "from The School of Eloquence". The
personal to the man writing the confessional sequence is framed by the historical and
personal contextualisation of the 'same' man who is its subject; Harrison's
sociocultural background, the ineloquence of his forbears, are allegoricised in his
uncles Dick and Harry, stutterer and mute, in a ironic riddle prior to the sequence-
proper, which also presents them as psychoanalytic figures for the immediate family
from which his education left him experientially and linguistically estranged. Similarly,
the dedication to his father-in-law which fronts the long poem "The Mother of the
Muses" is engaged within the intertextual dialectic; the concept of 'in memorium'
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which it presents is what is deconstructed within the process of the poem's attempt to
commemorate its subjects absence.

The presence/absence polarity is linked with Harrison's treatment of death, as the
notion of the trace or trait lives on after the individual subject or event. In the sonnet
sequence the mark or trait of his parents is reproduced as their language, present in
the poet's; the absent subject created by language is shown to be the proper place for
their reinscription. Loss is negated through the operation of the signifier which creates
the illusion of presence, so allowing the poet a site from which to communicate with
his 'past', to perform that which was not possible while his parents were alive. Again
this returns the theme of control: it is only in governing, re-tracing the linguistic
markers that a form of understanding can be gained. Harrison's incorporation of his
parents' language as his 'other' enables him to enact a will-to-completeness that the
'real' presence of the subjects (the separate inhabitation of their speech structures as
propre-to them) would prevent, re-marking them as an Other, not defined in terms of

Harrison.

It is the process of textualisation that allows Harrison to insert himself within
discourses from which he feels excluded, and that allows him to break the exclusion of
others from the milieu in which he situates himself. The gesture which allows the
voice of the Other within his text retroactively inscribes it as Harrison's prescriptive
textualised 'other': in its being made present, authorised, it can not fill the role of the
symbolic, inaccessible Other as it is no longer exterior to the controlling subjectivity.
This process works towards a textual synthesis which enacts the confessional in the
sonnet sequence, the rupture of the classical form with ineloquence, reclaiming a
consciousness that occupies the form with a determinable identity which is more than

what the speaking subject claims as propre to himself.

This becomes less successful in the video incorporations as that which was propre to
the invaginated subjects remains inscribed within the contextual property they bring
with them, highlighting Harrison's attempt to re-textualise them in their positioning
within a separate video sequence, and showing specifically the nature of Harrison's
conceptual projection of what he seeks to appropriate and represent. In The
Blasphemers' Banquet, the incorporation of an actual auction resists having an extra
layer of symbolism written over its taking place as event, the auctioneer and buyers are
shown to be (‘present-to) themselves, so defying Harrison's attempt to appropriate
them to present a pre-determined, textual point. 'Writing' the present is more
successfully realised in conditions of the implied presence of the subject's absence,
hence Harrison's technique of using statues and icons to carry his personification of the
original, the lack of speaking subject being supplied by its poetic reinscription.
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However, the ethics of this technique are called into question as the subjectivity
Harrison appropriates moves in his later works away from the inherently textualised
(the literary-historical 'blasphemers' Moliere, Byron and Voltaire who now exist as
fictionalised characters generated from their own written context) to the recently-
deceased subjects focused on in Loving Memory, where the 'absence' he fills is still felt
by the bereaved, as the specific, 'real' lack of an identifiable subject. In pursuing the
relation of presence and identity, his atheistic stance allows him to manipulate the
subjectivity of the 'absent' subject to explore the gap between physical presence and
self-presence, the lack caused through death is supplied by his textual projections that
create a still-human persona for an exhumed corpse that demonstrates its loss of
subjectivity through the imappropriateness of Harrison's textual commentary.
Reversing this strategy, the remains of voice as indicator of presence is shown in "Into
the Void", as constitutive of a phenomenological fallacy, the supplementary role of
narrative is here exposed as in its turn demonstrating the rupture between
speech/breath and subjectivity, the operation of memory creates the illusion of
presence from its vocal signification.

Finally, in Black Daisies for the Bride, this breach is pushed to the limit, as the
portrayal of Alzheimer's patients, no longer present-to themselves, but nonetheless
present on screen, have their 'lost' identity reconstructed, textually by Harrison,
physically by actresses, appropriating specific histories in order to show 'what has been
lost' by the disease, but in so doing supplanting the subjectivity of the patients,
negating the 'present' being of the individual in their reconstitution of what they
textually, fictionally once were. In this video the representations speak for 'their'
silenced subjects, making them subject-to a fiction which is in no way propre to them,
now, or before the onset of dementia.

Harrison's incorporation of marginalised discourses and innovative use of media tends
to focus any critique of his work around the issues which his material highlights, in
much the same way that his prefatory epigraphs/dumbshows/promo-videos succeed in
setting the agenda for his following texts. His stand against academic elitism works to
deflect any rigorous interrogation of his underlying philosophies, his advocates
employing a form of socio-criticism that incorporates the accessibility Harrison
espouses in his work. While preventing the monopolisation of his Art by 'Them', this
also serves its own interest in controlling the critical framework which supports his
texts?. This privileged position instigates its own theocracy, the culturally 'eloquent’
being excluded from commentary on what is designatedly their 'other', reliant upon
Harrison as mediator to situate newly-included material and specify its signification,
the 'ineloquent’ still being denied a voice in socio-cultural terms, lacking the education,
access (desire, as they are convinced of the irrelevance of the issue to them) to
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comment, or the linguistic technique to articulate the misappropriation that often takes
place.

This governance of his texts' reception and criticism is highlighted in the restrictions

placed on the reproduction of The Blasphemers' Banquet, 'originally' an oral text,

situating itself within current discourse and using the latest video-sampling techniques:
[..]No part of this poem may be reproduced or photocopied under any
circumstances, whether for private research, study, criticism, review or the
reporting of current events [....] Any unauthorised reproduction of any part of
the poem may result in civil liability and criminal prosecution.?

This inclusive protection of the text as 'belonging' to the author effectively controls
how it is framed, as the publisher acts as promoter, regulating the re-use of the
videotext in a gesture that negates the 'sampling' used in the production itself, the
auctioneer, holds no copyright in his unscripted oral language, which is (as I discuss in
my chapter on this poem) crucial to The Blasphemers' Banquet, both in itself and in its
very iterability, by Harrison, who would forbid that property to 'his' text. In situating
himself in the new technological era that focuses creativity around assemblage, spoken,
musical and filmic, the act of appropriating montage documentary segments as a
legitimate process of incorporating different subjects and contexts, then preventing,
making illegal, its repetition is an untenable will-to-governance. This is not only
inappropriate to the structure and the artistic discourse he is engaging, but effects a
closure that is theocratic in its claiming of ifs use of citation as 'original. Such an act
makes a mockery of the video's central anti-theocentric argument, the Muslims' desire
to prevent (religious) 'mis'representation is re-inscribed in Harrison's 'defence' of
literary freedom. In this sense it is fair to argue that Harrison's video poems overwrite
their apparent oral/videoic presentation with a logocentricity that invokes the legality
of the word to prevent this (thesis') critical interrogation of his act of appropriation®.

In addressing socio-politically sensitive topics, Harrison's work is inevitably framed as
a 'positive' contribution to the debate, his self-textualisation as pro-feminist, working-
class spokesperson conflates any criticism of his work as an inherent attack on the
marginalised groups he 'represents. While I fully support the inclusion of these often
excluded areas in culturally available art, it is nevertheless important to interrogate the
underlying philosophical presentation of these ideas, to deconstruct Harrison's often
militant stance and explore how his subject matter is constituted and determined,
establishing that his targeting of individual discourses and ideologies often situates his
textualisations in a place that is in no way propre to them, and discover what this re-
siting means in terms of the accrued interest that shapes this presentation, both for
Harrison and the audience to which he is successfully communicating. It is not
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sufficient to enact a gesture of inclusion, if the included become further alienated in
their supplanting by their textual signifier, worse, if they occupy another's
inappropriate but eloquent text of themselves (the male truth of women, the
prioritisation of literary 'ethics').

A discussion of the male suppression of the female discourse does not properly address
the problem if it ultimately incorporates the voice of women as adjunctive citation,
supplementary to the male (Harrison's) which designates the 'truth' of women without
reference to the propre feminine it is determining. The inclusion of 'working class' or
restricted-code discourse is rarely analysed in terms of its representational function, the
invocation of an excluded class is sufficient to mark this invaginated material as Other,
self-identical and so unopen to criticism as it brings its own defining framework with
the citation. Since the oral nature of the language marks it as linguistically other -
most academics unable to 'read’ both voices present in such poems as "Them & (uz)" -
the textualisations Harrison presents appropriate the propre subjects, the 'classical'
structure of the poetry is criticised, but the codified other is analysed 'intact' as though

its role makes it effectively external to the entire critical process.

In interrogating what Harrison is actually doing, instead of discussing what he says he
is doing I hope to produce a critique that demonstrates his works stand as productions.
The patronising appraisals included in his 'legitimized' critical framework of the
Bloodaxe Anthology, which only address what his work stands-for are ultimately a
limitation and it is time Harrison took responsibility for that which he signs for...

ine 13.

2As yet these programmes exist only as broadcast, their 'poems' have yet to be published. The text I
refer to in detail, of Loving Memory III: "Into The Void", I have transcribed as Appendix Three of
this thesis.

3Derrida, "Tympan", in A Derrida Reader, page 150.

4Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier and Pierre Sorlin, "October” - ecriture et ideologie (Paris, 1976)
cited in Ulmer, Applied Grammatology, page 270,

5 Sperber & Wilson, Relevance: Communication and Cognition (Oxford, 1986).

SThe 'sociopolitical' message here is actually in what Harrison finds to be his 'personal' language, and
this may explain the success of this montage, as I am suggesting that Harrison is at his most
successfully communicative when he is talking about his own situation, and not talking 'for' others,
appropriating their discourse; in the Bloodaxe critical anthology, when describing his coming-to-
poetry, he frames it in terms of such war-images, specifically the bombing of Leeds, commenting that
‘all my images are of the war',

71 refer specifically to the Bloodaxe Critical Anthology, with which Harrison was involved, which
rejected any material that was too 'academic' and provided specific methodological guidelines as to
how Harrison was to be analysed, placing specific emphasis on his inter-textuality and his
incorporation of marginalised voices,

10



8Copyright notice for The Blasphemers' Banquet in the Bloodaxe Critical Anthology, page 394. My
version of the text is taken directly from the television broadcast and my filmtable and analysis were
completed before the poem's publication in the Anthology, before, that is, Harrison appropriated the
copyright law,

9Harrison's effective claim to originate the citations that form The Blasphemers’ Banquet, to own
them, that is expressed in his legal copyright, places him in a corollary position to Searle, in his
refusal to allow Derrida citation-'rights' of his essay on citation. Here, though, Harrison is going
further, applying '‘Derridean’ notions of iteration before refusing them to others, practising a law
whose breaching is the basis of his text(s). See Derrida, "Limited inc abc...".
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CHAPTER TWO

VERSUS AS OLD AS THE HILLS: YAN TAN TETHERA, AND THE REWRITING OF THE
TRADITIONAL

2.1 INTRODUCTION: BETWEEN TwO FREQUENCIES

Yan Tan Tethera is characterised by ambiguity - social, contextual, personal, generic -
through which cohesion is effected. As I shall show, for the text itself, this means
superseding its linear textuality, and providing a way of evaluating and 'realising' the
other, what I will show in this thesis to be the central, ambiguities of Harrison's work.

Through the exploitation of accessible genres - folktale, mock pastoral, myth cycle and
minimalism (metrical and musical) - which invite the expectation of the floating
signifier/signified relationship, Harrison pushes the accepted 'reality’ of the text beyond
its formal bounds, to parallel the reality of social issues not immediately accessible to
his middle class, 'establishment' audience. He does this by extending the process,
propre to the original genres, of interpreting-by-analogy. As the folktale deals with the
central human conflicts, working-out anxieties through the invocation of archetypes
that enact the drama!, so providing a release, catharsis, through the success of the
surrogate hero?, or an acceptance of inevitable evil, purged by vicarious experience3,
so Yan Tan Tethera deals with the problems and anxieties of a particular
socioeconomic class by modifying these basic formulae. Instead of dealing with wish-
fulfilment on an absolute level, Everyman seeking wealth-love-and-happiness, it is
domesticised - a Northern worker, a shepherd, seeks similar goals in his 'local’, albeit
'foreign', defamiliarised, land; the genres are 'brought home'.

To facilitate the transition from convention, the hero is a familiar dramatic archetype,
with roots stretching through the Wakefield Mystery Cycle plays, set in the literary-
archetypal environment of late-Renaissance mock-pastoral. From both intertextual
fields, he engenders associations of simplicity, honesty and innocence, whilst, citing the
tradition of their subsequent uses, interpretation is not limited to the predetermined
confines propre to these genres. As both are essentially projections-into-texts of the
self, the folktale-hero originally the preliterate self confronting anxieties and feared
traumas just as the pastoral-hero was the hypothesized self in an ideal environment, so
the nature of Shepherd Alan is fixed by the projections of his audience, he becomes
the composite of (their) human desires. As his character-indices float between genres,
they create essentially similar images, though with significant differences which hold
the two images apart, leaving play between them, a multidimensionality, a stereogram.
If the reader, as audience, creates the text, it is the text that defines and redefines what
it is that can be created.
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This process consciously mirrors the nature of myth - the genre to which Harrison
endlessly returns his narratives - as outlined by Levi-Strauss:
The mythic deduction is always dialectical as in nature, and it is never purely
cyclical but rather spiral-like. When the analyst follows a path returning to its
point of departure (et the end of a series of transformations), he does not find
complete reversibility: he reaches the same longitude but at a different latitude.
The distance between the two latitudinal points - beginning and end of the
trajectory - is a meaningful semantic fact. The distance may be a matter of
framework, code or lexicon, according to the strategy adopted in the
investigation*
Because one stereotypic projection is followed by another, of a different genre,
subsequent textual generic reversion does not elicit a congruent retrograde step from
the audience; rather their understanding of the character is now composed of two, in
the reiterated gaps between which is fuller understanding built. The text draws from a
wide range of cultural and generic sources, yet retains a simplicity and 'tightness' of
form which acts as a reminder of its role as device: it is never entering the full
conventions of any pre-existing form, only ever citing them, it only ever exists as a
vehicle for these citations. Each facet presented is propre, 'of its type', yet is
recontextualised, deriving layer upon layer of fresh signifiances from its new frame,
and adding new interpretations to the preceding facets, as it reframes them. The
demonstration of these facets' re-stagedness is always self-conscious, citing their
original stagedness, particularly that of the Elizabethan Masque, the mock-Arcadian
staging of which is iterated here in a designedly non-naturalistic fashion; showing the
falseness of its own representation of genres, Yan Tan Tethera shows their artifice.

Whilst remaining true, then, to both the originary genres' explicit and implicit
conventions, the text's juxtapositioning and joining of them creates a dialectic which
articulates them as a 'sign'; familiar while engendering the new,
a sign is a reality perceivable by sense-perception that has a relationship with
another reality which the first reality is meant to evoke. Thus, we are obliged
to pose the question as to what the second reality, for which the work of art
stands, might be®
So, whilst what Maranda® has called the 'kernel function' of such a linear pseudo-
folktale is necessarily simplistic, the text enables an understanding beyond its structural
boundaries via its series of 'transformations' (analogous to syntactic transformations).
This again reiterates and highlights the structure of its masque, Arcadian and
minimalist elements, as, in essence, transformational of ritual and folk culture,
appropriations of shared art by a particular class or section of the population,
'refinements’ to genre. This appropriation is, as Harrison is at pains to underline, an
interested process inherent to art (his Orestia demonstrates the classical Greek origin
of the masque as propagandic appropriation of myth), analogous to the writing of
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History by the eloquent winners (which he addresses in "from The School of
Eloquence" - see chapter 4 for a discussion on language and that sequence), but this
interestedness is, in the end, inevitable (as Harrison's propagandist Medea inadvertently
demonstrates), reflecting the original structure of 'communal art', as reflecting the réles

of, and being 'rooted in '
daily experience, a product of gemeinschaft in which the distinction between
audience and performer is imprecise.”

2.2 STRUCTURE AND THE USES OF STRUCTURE

As a folktale, Yan Tan Tethera's structure is conventional. The ‘hero', Shepherd Alan,
encounters evil yet overcomes it through magic and ritual. The 'kernel' story even has
specious authenticity in its purposed incongruity of Christian and pagan, 'native’
elements: the magic rhyme has imposed upon it a layer of religious significance, while
the failure of the evil Caleb Raven's pagan ritual is foregrounded by the paradoxical,
im-propre, 'Christian ritual' performed by the twins, which it echoes and inverts. The
archetypal 'trickster' figure, stemming from Indian folktale, so stressing at once the
universality, communicability and appropriability of the genre, acquires overtones of
Christianity, becomes 'the Bad ‘Un', and the final symbol of peace becomes the church
bell, restored; ‘harmony' is metonymically enacted, but in the frame of Christian
'restored faith', suggesting again the process of appropriation, and the interestedness
(of the Christian church) in continuing it.?

This reappropriation of genre and structure embodies Harrison's aim to make 'art' and
'culture' transcend their given socioculutural limits, to not only return them from their
interested positions and break their inherent exclusions, but to redistribute them,
reunite the segments of texts that have been appropriated by separate minorities and
return them to an unsegregated audience. By utilizing different modes of writing, each
audience-member (and each reader in their particular knowledge and lacks becomes an
interdependent member of a 'full' audience) is made equally familiar and unfamiliar with
equivalent aspects of the text, and is made aware of other members' different
understandings of linguistic - dialectal - or formal - dramatic/operatic - units and

structures.

Yan Tan Tethera appropriates the function as well as the structure of the myth, then,
recontextualising social/linguistic divisions in a fresh, other, perspective, at the same
time perpetuating the adaptive mutation of the kernel folktale that provides this
perspective to the changes in the prevailing culture that have sought to 'forget' it
beneath increasingly conventional (‘eloquent’) written texts. This dual appropriation
fits the text with a specious naturalness, as Harrison has keyed it into the development
of both society and the becoming-written 'traditional' tale of the typographic age:

14
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Inherited or international tale-plots or actual experiences [...are] transformed to
fit the deep (‘timeless') structures of culture®.

Various elements of the tale can be catalogued in the motif-index!9, but the variety of
cultures from which each stems shows Yan Tan Tethera not to be a folktale proper,
but rather a demonstration, as I have suggested, of the universality, validity, cross-
cultural accessibility and applicability of the folktale structure, as well as of the
enduring presence of folktale intertexts in even ‘high' art. The inherent variety of
sources and universality of the folktale-structure, though, also articulate what is propre
to the myth - its 'depth’ (in Maranda's term, above) of scope, constituted by folding in
all the meanings of all the tales of all the audience that in themselves are not context-

or culturally-bound; as it were, containing the set of which it is a member:
The folktale can partake of several wholes: all other folktales of the culture,
the entire oral literature of the groups of its carriers, the audience itself, or the
folktales of all cultures!!

So, the folktale-structure is a universal vehicle of communication, the audience's
response to it sufficiently opened by familiarity and convention, and by the expectation
of the unfamiliar, to allow a sort of suspension of disbelief, structural familiarities, in
this convention that has operated since childhood, must be used to take in differences-
from-the-present, which in a more ostensibly 'other' frame could be resisted. Indeed,
this familiarity-of-unfamiliarity removes resistances - there is no 'academic' pressure to
catch all the allusions, nobody is excluded, even the pre- or non-literate have
internalized this structure, and operate it, like everyone, without question!2. 1t is
through this receptivity and shedding of conventional preconceptions of 'art' that the
fable overtly functions, just as it does as articulation of the Jungian archetypes that are
similarly shared and projected by the audience's individual and collective unconscious.

The central metaphor of the sheepscoring is deliberately chosen as an unfamiliar
symbol/structure for the whole audience!3, so while the familiar provides a way into
the text, other aspects are unfamiliar, require linguistic and cultural 'learning', forcing
the audience into an enactment of the text; the central, eponymous, aspect
defamiliarizes the whole, being part of no shared culture or language, so forcing each
audience member to admit some degree of innocence, again stressing this quality
(propre, as I have suggested, to each of the genres played with here) of the text in all
of us, beneath the misleading 'knowledge' our cultural conventions give each of us.

2.3 FORMALIZATION, RELIGION, AND THE FOLK.

Out of the folktale tradition, then, comes the folkplay's stylized narrative progression,
linking propre formulaic, invocative structure with the more abstract treatment of
comparable universals in the Elizabethan Masque. Yan Tan Tetherd's sequential
simplicity draws on this source material: the three basic types of English folk play!4 -
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'hero combat', 'wooing/bridal’, and 'Old Tup' - are all interwoven in a masque structure,
performing the folktale's propre 'borrowing' in the doppelganger form that is
borrowing it. Again, Harrison's written tale appears orally-based, and returns notions
of 'form', conventionally conceived as propre to 'high art' to this traditional structure,
while citing the traditional in the 'high' or formal.

Harrison's interest in this formalization of folktale structures to suit interests is evident
from his York Mystery Cycle, The Mysteries. The mystery play is a distinct genre,
composed of the purposive reframing of the folk play's implicit interpretation of its
own elements and 'story' by Christianity (this defining aspect of the mystery play is
what Harrison will re-apply to myth in his Medea, where events are ideologically and
dramatically framed by a feminist 'subtext'), so it retains many of the folkplay's
features, but becomes selfconscious, selective, and necessarily post- the
folkplay/propre, in doing so. The First and Second Shepherd's Plays of the Wakefield
or 'Townely' Mystery Cycle directly share structure with Yan Tan Tethera, from the
opening soliloquies of the two opposing shepherds, to the religious harmony effected
at the close, the consistent use of non-localized Northern dialect and of a tight
rhyming-scheme, and in the craftedly 'harmonic juxtaposition of comic, serious and
secular elements's, these plays' similarity to the opera at once demonstrate its generic
‘authenticity' and evaluate its reworking of the genre of which, by deviating from
earlier representatives of the genre'S, it is performing membership.

Likewise, the mock-Arcadian staging of Yan Tan Tethera points to the realm of wish-
fulfilment, for the use of this stylistic convention signals, to the literary audience, that
the opera is dealing with projected ideals, a pastoral perfection, whose citation brings
with it (since at least As You Like I¥), its own parody, however, and the idea that while
this is not the place to develop ideal solutions, in its very self-parodic 'stageyness', it is
open to their reworking. Harrison is demonstrating the potential for liberating re-
determination of the overdetermined, through the dissonances between folktale and
pastoral conventions, by cross-contamination, which makes any reversal-to-type, any
prospect of return to undeconstructed 'normality', unsatisfactory. This fuels the need
to analyse beyond the overt form of the text, which does not settle, provoking,
ultimately, the instruction not to take Harison's work as given, but to dis-cover the
propre, the 'real', in what ke samples from outside, and his interestedness in
appropriating (involving, but also transforming) these elements.

This moire of genres is underlined by the opening scene's careful staging, which creates
a set of expectations only to destroy them in the creation of another, so deconstructs
our expectations of an 'opening' as a definable start-point, an origin: the 'sunrise’, the
archetypal/primeval opening, which situates us at an origin, of a day or of creation
itself, is ‘without light', lacking its essential, propre, power, as origin, to originate life
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or work. This displacement of 'nature' is further underlined as the rising sun ceases and
is revealed to only exist as symbol, archetype, the shape being 'in fact' a burial mound,
man-made artefact of death, relic of a Pagan past, monument to the power of belief
(which has framed the opening as originary sun). Following this tableau (I shall show
in later chapters that this significant device is characteristic of Harrison's interpolation
of his own interpretations in his texts, especially of Medea - A Sex-War Opera and his
television works) is the 'real' sunrise, revealing a further layer of artifice in the
brightness of a non-naturalistic Arcadian setting: Harrison ensures the audience sees
the structural transparency of his work, fextually signalled in comparing the scenery's
mechanics to an ‘intricate clock', a metaphor which works equally well for
interpretation and perception.!? |

2.4 BREAKING THE BORDERS: TEXT ELEMENTS TRANSCENDING THE TEXT

By so generating a way of thinking his text, Harrison subverts the designed impotence
of his chosen medium, removing the accepted parameters of opera as autonomous,
high art, and making it engage with the political in that the audience creates this
polyphonous text and is thereby implicated in an alien cultural context it would
otherwise avoid/leave outside these parameter-borders. This conception of art as the
creation of a collective unconscious is akin to the nature of the folktale's performance
in preliterate societies, dealing with universals imperfectly perceived (which
phallogocentric language has sought to contain but in doing so has particularised, for
situation and ideologue), through the symbolic realm of the archetype. This

constitutes a replacement of folkloric convention with the disseminatory sign:
The work of art exists as an 'aesthetic object' located in the consciousness of an
entire community. The perceivable artefact is merely, by relation with this
immaterial aesthetic object, its outward signifier; individual states of
consciousness induced by the artefact represent the aesthetic object only in
terms of what they have in common!8.

The text is tailored for no particular audience, but to enable each audience member to
reach an equivalent understanding. For the assumed literary audience of Harrison-as-
poet, literary-conventional markers, and their transgression, are present, yet the voice
of the folktale speaks to all, a narrative structure learned in childhood and taking on a
more significant role in adulthood as the voice of the subconscious, dream-structure
for fears and desires, which in turn structures stories re-told to children. These folktale
archetypes, that is, are the archetypal citations, returned here to reclaim the literary
models as their origins, so subverting critical aloofness by re-establishing the pastoral
as a mode of experiencing, not for analysing, discussing, subsumed needs. This
multivalence is typical of folktheatre itself, and of ritual, whose citation cyclically
makes propre the use of music, dancing, songs, and the free combination of all aspects
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of art, as they are shown to have been reframings of ritual's articulation of

subconscious archetypes. This diversity in turn enables a wide-ranging accessibility:
plurisignation of theatrical art, distinguishing it from any other art, makes it
possible for theatrical action to be comprehended simultaneously by spectators
of various tastes, various aesthetic standards!?.

The key role of the inserted folkstructure into opera at the same time forces the
literary/operatic audience to regain a pseudo-naiveté propre to this structure, and to
admit an ignorance regarding other cultures; the impossibility of 'owning, culturally,
such a work, means each audience member must put aside preconceptions, which, in
terms of the theme of Yan Tan Tethera, that this polyphonous structure is

demonstrating, means putting aside prejudice.

2.5 DIFFERANCE AS A WEAPON: SHOWING CHANGE

The concept of differance is foregrounded as purposive, anticipating the opera's
conclusion in its juxtapositioning of actuality and appearance. The two flocks of sheep
are differentiated musically, the belled voices of Caleb Raven's Wiltshires 'like
something loose from the body' are determined by an external, detached force, the
voice of the stolen church bell, marking them from Shepherd Alan's. But this
differance, this difference created by and performed as distancing, is extrinsic, an un-
natural, im-propre distinction 'given voice' as their speech is governed metrically by
diabolic cadences, 'units of 13, the "unlucky number". In this superstition, as well as
in its 'vocality', this differentiation utilises the oral canon (particularly the Indian
tradition of the talking animal narrator/chorus2?), which shifts the point of view, so
realises the inverse perspective we have here. As throughout Harrison's poetry, orality
(this convention continues in the oral culture of the pantomime - Little Red Riding-
Hood, Puss In Boots?') equates with misunderstood, abused, exploited, and as in his
poetry, in including it here, he 'gives voice' to those conventionally excluded from
literature: this is exploitation felt, not praised as man's triumph.

Significantly, the sheep's voices change at the final stage of the third section, as the
mention of the gravemound harmonizes the opposing Pagan power; the 'music of the
hill', which is given as a supernatural force in its own right as voice of the past,
ultimately stronger than the evil clouding the present. As an ‘artificial but organic
intruder of the landscape', the hill operates the 'vigorous invented logic via modes of
juxtaposition, modes of repetition, modes of change?, which Harrison utilises
semiotically in all media throughout the opera.

The superficial difference between flocks is not a simple allegorical statement of propre
difference, highlighting the validity of physical insularity and prejudice. However
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marked breed variation - 'short and down' Cheviots producing coarse, open woollen
fabric from different spinning methods to those used to make worsted from the 'long
and lustre' Wiltshires - and the concommitant differences in associated industries,
transmigration is not excluded, but made more significant. Caleb Raven's complaint,

For the chalk downs they're queer.

His sheep have black faces.

They don't belong here.
states nothing but its uninformed prejudice (re-iterating this theme by the motif of
jealousy over grazing rights that is used to signify it, and is catalystic to the central
dispute, in the Wakefield Mystery Cycle)?3, As Alan longs for the familiar bleak
Northern landscape, idealizing its barren harshness in a stylized way made traditional
by the Brontes and Scott, that is, in a post-literary way made again to show the artifice
it is at pains to hide in its originary naturalistic texts, so Caleb Raven resents his
intrusion because it suggests an alienness to a received, but no more 'natural' structure.
The speciousness of both statements of prejudice is illustrated by the Cheviots' ability
to adapt, and breed, in their new environment, their deconstructive viewpoint reducing

the opera to what is propre, natural, nof man-made, pre-linguistic.

Black against white, an opposition Harrison re-assimilates in much of his work (it is
one of his listed 'versuses' in "v.", but, far from 'deconstructing' its dichotomy, he
begins "Cheating The Void", 'Darkness is oblivion, Memory, light', see Appendix
Three), is subverted here into non-racial, anti-conventional distinctions; Caleb ('black’)
Raven has white-masked sheep, Alan, black. Only colour as index of prejudice
remains. 'Masks', the traditional word for sheep's coloured faces, made literal, 'real' on
stage, shows its own loadedness, an artificial marker of difference, sign of
appropriation and 'identification' (-with an 'owner'), of usage.

Shepherd Alan's objections to the South are founded on this prejudice and created-, so,
(in the naturalness hypothesis of the opera), false-sentiment. His irrational desire to
return home is set against the physical reasons to remain; the evergrowing flock and
his pregnant wife dramatize the tension between reality-not-faced and the imagination
that is occupied in its stead. Via the conventions of the Masque, the veracity of Alan's
beliefs are tested by (and test) the action, providing a semiotic exposition through
interaction of reality and textualization. This ambiguity is stretched out as the literary
strand is exploited; the pastoral complaint, the loss of Eden, is countered by present
images of bounty and fertility. Likewise, the prejudicial rural mythology of
superstition around the hazards of 'transplanting' oneself, and the unnaturalness of the
unfamiliar, is shown to be interested, an example of the restrictive nature of (oral)
belief-systems, having been instigated as local protective mechanism in times of plague
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and feudal politics. In the wilful simplicity of the narrative, the move does Alan and his
flock literally nothing but good.

It is again the musical articulation of the point that finalises Alan's sentiment as false.
The Northern Air' which tempts Alan from his prosperity is a musical manifestation, as
well as a metaphor, of the myth. That the tune's player, the 'piper, is perceived as the
trickster figure later revealed as the ‘Bad 'Un' questions its authenticity, suggests that
the origin of such a 'harmonious' conception of any real place is imaginary and ‘evil'
insofar as it reveals an interest in segregation. The 'piper' belongs to both folkloric and
pastoral elements of the opera; the piper who invites melancholic complaint in the
Shepherds' Calendar cites, as well as the Eclogue's uses of song to delude, a motif
common to most folk cultures, especially in Europe. This is the piper as 'outsider who
removes the object of unhappiness only to reveal the true cause of sadness'?4. Alan's
mistake is illustrated in all the opera's genres, each suggesting its eventual rectification;
the dissonance against its background of the 'Northern Air' will be harmonized when it

is modulated, shown to operate in a more comprehensive 'language’.

As with the cycling of music through keys to 'resolve', so mythic rites of passage
demand Alan's expulsion of his parent culture as a stage in his transition to a fresh

culture, and the resolution of settlement;:
Buy absorbing the myths of his social group and participating in its rites, the
youngster is structured to accord with his social as well as his natural
environment, and turned from an amorphous nature product, prematurely born,
into a defined and competent member of some specific, efficiently functioning
social order?’,

Psychoanalytically, transition is enacted as isolation, a physical loss of community,

which may only be ended by a rebirth, cultural and emotional:
For groups, as well as for individuals, life itself means to separate and to be
reunited, to change form and condition, to die and to be reborn. It is to act and
to cease, to wait and rest, and then to begin acting again but in a different way.
[...] it seems important to me that the passage from one social position to
another is identified with a territorial passage?.

In a supplementary act that disallows negation as the means of overcoming prejudice,
of the self or the entered community, Alan is ultimately able to participate in a
community regenerated by his inclusion, such that both 'sides' accept new ideas. This
being concluded by the final revelation of the piper as Bad 'Un returns the opera to its
post-mystery play religious gloss, stressing the remedial aspect of 'folk', community
and family (here, the twins), in God/(every)man interaction.

So, adaptation is seen as the essential process of self-education, the inherent personal
response to the world of signs, without which life is (like Caleb Raven's) stagnant,
infertile. The occupation of the symbolic realm is seen to necessitate as individually
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reactive a process of 'assimilation’ as that of 'external reality' for the originally self-
oriented child?’; prejudice, as in Harrison's later, television, work (especially The
Blasphemers' Bangquet), is shown to be an unquestioning entrapment in symbolic
systems. The possibility that signs can contain other, equally valid points of view, the
possibility that poetry articulates for Harrison (retroactively in "from The School of
Eloquence" where he faces the different significations of working class and 'eloquent’
speech and presents this difference as his own birth into language), is being both told
and shown to the audience, then, if they, too, reject their prejudices against other
component-cultures of this opera in coming to accept the new, co-operative whole.
The validity of the 'coming together' of North and South, in Alan and Hannah, is
enacted in Ais success being aided by her nurturing, bringing the Southern equivalent
of what Harrison elsewhere sees as the essentials of working life, 'cider and bread' (my
empbhasis) to the shéep's meat and their common, new understanding of the meaning of

the signs around them:
Butcher, publican and baker, now me, bard
Adding poetry to their beef, beer and bread??

Food, as I shall show, comes to be the symbol of cultural and emotional security in
Harrison's poetry (see chapter 4 on "from The School of Eloquence"). Again, it shows
its traces, and shows them to be various; while it boasts a sensuous appreciation of
life, a contact with 'reality’ unmediated by language, this boast has a long literary
tradition, citing Keats (explicitly in "A Kumquat for John Keats") and the mystery
plays' 'homeliness' - the First Shepherds' Play of the Townely cycle uses food to re-
knit the community. This iteration at the same time of literature and life, symbolism
and signification, is vital to Harrison's claim to dual audience; as the citation of Keats
indicates, the symbol of food indicates life positively, affirmingly, to the literary
audience, while the nonliterary audience perceives it as sign, entirely replacing in its
on-stage materiality, a linguistic element?®, Brought up, as his poetry articulates,
where linguistic communication is limited (in both senses - rare and restricted) and
emotion operated through a nonverbal implicit code, Harrison uses heavily the
literary', a stylistic point much criticized?, as to prove its communicative inefficiency
as literature while working at the level as intertextual index. But the result is that the
literal', the limited significations of 'cider and bread' replace the qualities of
overdetermination thought propre to the literary, in a cultural reversal where signifier
and signified in effect meet.

Alan cannot complete the trilogy of provision, provide the meat to accompany the
cider and bread, while ever 'tethera’ - the number three - is loaded with barrenness by
Caleb's desecrative subtraction from the church, whose 'sweet trinity' it also
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constitutes. The importance of the poet to the list of providers becomes clear, as the

dominance by signs is what constrains life:
Bread and cider can't refresh
a corpse's decomposing flesh.

The church here's fallen into decay
since the Bad 'Un stole the bell away.

The terms of evil are psuwedo-religious, its real penetration into the community
displaced by a superstitious invocation of the power of iconography, in a move that
will find parallels in Harrison's family's treatment of books as material, and, more
frighteningly, in the book-burning The Blasphemers’' Banquet shows during the
'Rushdie affair', the symbolic bell's removal is transformed into physical reason, the
cause not the symptom, the icon imbued with the negativity of the community that it is
then felt to hold and be responsible for. The inability to perform ritual worship curtails
the practice of belief, which is centred in the realm of acts. Hence the reliance on the
morphology of numbers that constitutes "the old Northern shepherds' charm”, a use of
words as material (not as signs) to ward off Pagan evils, 'the darkness, the demons, the
devil. Christian symbolism is shown to have performed a material, unthought
function, as dangerous as any unthought language, and when it is removed, folk
superstition performs the same way, showing its incorporation into Christianity to have
been a mere change of ideolect, suggesting that both - or all - belief systems operate on

the same nonlinguistic use of language.
2.6 THE P1voT: THE 'CLOCKWORK' MOTIF AND ORGANISATION OF GENRES

Once the generic and thematic tensions are established, the opera moves into its
climactic mid-point - a pivotal exposition of the multi-layered text, dramatically and
musically. The mode changes from folkloric (Hannah's 'lament') to masque-dance, all
protagonists are on stage, and they are symbolically aligned into 'opposing' forces,
indicating that the metaphors of the text are to be articulated too, in the 'struggle’
between belief-customs.

Alan's Northern Song' invokes the power of tradition, the 'magical lucky numbers' 3
and 7, the origins of life (man, woman child, 'holy' trinity) and the period of creation.
Beliefs are freely blended in his song, indigenous flint is transferred from pocket to
pocket to mark completed cycles, and the 'rightness' of this adaptation is signalled by
the ease of the 'natural’, unmarked pentadactyllous scoring system (literally, relying on
the natural asset of the counter's five fingers, dactyl as digit, not (metrical) foot),
whose pentametrical alliterative and assonantal rhymes facilitate the count, while the
sheep number themselves off, lending their natural authority to the three/seven system.
This is juxtaposed with Caleb's competitive counting, using Arabic digits against Alan
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and his sheep's Northern numeral-names, but stressing units of thirteen, the evil
number; his sheep's divisions into thirteen suggest domination, unnaturalness, where

Alan's have suggested appropriateness, naturalness.

This 'duet’ is essentially minimalist in structure, with stress on the main rhythms of the
two bass voices offset by their sheep's complementary descants. The shifting pattern
caused by the differing rhythms creates a significant series of musical effects;
challenge, coincidence, counterpoint. On each beat a different group appropriates the
impetus, as the musical structures swoop and the override one another, sometimes
competing for dominance as the beat is shared (as on 'thirteen' and 'tethera’, on the
13th stress, 7+3+3). Meanwhile the designedly 'minimalist’ (Birtwistle is not a
minimalist composer, but is significantly citing them here) use of chromatics and
arpeggio-formations in the woodwind (citing Glass) and the contrapuntal rhythms of
'tuned hard sticks' (citing Reich's 'percussion' phase), emphasise the 'competing'
texture, until the ultimate victory of Alan's rapid, measured repetition is signalled by
Caleb's losing 'pace’; in a demonstration of Cage-esque interpersonal musical
dynamics, his identity degenerates into a parodic version of the original ‘natural' theme
of his rival. The passage encompasses violent counterpoint, then Eclogic comedy
(Harrison's stage direction suggest a 'Gilbert & Sullivan "patter song"), then
resignation to the natural use of breath and rhythm; Caleb is left 'breathless’, 'out of
step', 'disharmonic' (in more revivified metaphors), and doomed.

The spiralling 'yan tan tethera' rhyme, the revolving hills3!, the changing backdrop of
seasons and progression of (solar) time place events in a timeless context. The
importance of the rhyme to this transcendent context appropriates the rhyme-as-
talisman of the First Shepherds' Play of the Townely cycle; the drawing of a cross 'to
make sure nothing scares us' is coupled with the rhyme

Christ's cross, blessed East and West,

Let nothing fright us

Jesus onazarus

Cruceyfixus

Marcus, Andreus

May God protect us!
This archetypally folkloric use of a given structure, the Christian prayer-structure, as a
'direct rite' (the term is van Gennep's, for an incantation attached to concrete situations
and performed as sufficient to itself, as a sort of speech act), containing inaccurate oral
transmissions (‘onazorus'), performed anachronistically (before Christ's birth in the
play), lends the force of authenticity to Harrison's non-historical usage of the rhyme to

invoke a timeless, passed-on, always-valid sign.
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So, the symbolic power-struggle supersedes its simple elements, leaving the 'reality’ of
the drama behind, the mundane (scoring ritual) expanded semiotically into a cultural
demonstration and conflict, then into a spiritual incantation of naturalness and 'good'
out of time. Harrison perceives this event as having the 'movement and immobility of a
mechanical device' (s.d.), the stasis at the centre of confrontation, echoed in the 'static
blocks' of Birtwistle's music32, and the ritualistic enactment of the struggle ironically
glossing the 'timelessness' of the set-piece, suggesting a lack of 'progress’ in the energy
expended in conflict. Action continues, but as an inward spiral, a condensation into a
single dance, following the enduring, reducing struggle of life; evil as a never ending
force always negating energy in exertion. From this organized chaos of conflict,
masque-convention summons all participants on stage at once, in a formal interaction
before the dénouement establishes a new order.

Conventionally to all invoked genres, this scene should end the ‘action'. In folkloric
structuration, the hero has overthrown evil in a contest, aided by magic?; the
pastoral's Arcadia has been purged and renewed; psychoanalytically, neurosis has been
'spoken’: and musically, the dominant theme restores harmony over jarring structures,
establishing accord where the time-signature /as changed as often as once every four
bars. However, it is demonstrably not enough to emerge with a faith; the Northern
charm's potency is weakened by the very reliance placed upon it as signified, replacing
the North and embodying only iconic value. Prejudices survive Alan's absorption of
the local mythology:

Men say that his pipe's made of finger bones

that come from the dead that lie under these stones. (306)
His cobbled faith does not have the weight of true adopted culture, hence he can
disregard it, to be led away by the piper's specious Northern Air.

The early textual simplicity lulls the audience into expecting a structural progression
based on the evidence of the choreographed conflict; Harrison makes specious
conclusions psychologically inevitable, from his selection of genres and medium. But
in performing a simple analysis of the text, the audience-member is engaged in the
societal conflicts being articulated; the black/white, Christian /Pagan, North/South
'divides' are either entered or condemned, and even this act involves taking sides (with
Radicalism, nonaggression, etc.), and the receiver becomes a participant, falling into
the trap of 'black and white' prejudiced judgements.

2.7 THE ORIGIN OF THE PROBLEM

The crux of this involvement lies in the reception of the Yan Tan Tethera charm;
folklorically evidently belonging to a lost culture, from whence derives the hero's
magic, which situates the action in turn in terms of a domestic, ‘modern’ pastoral.
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However, this central Northen symbol stands to be interpreted as a sign of another
kind, radically shifting the emphasis of the conflict, leaving the audience standing guilty
of the shepherds' own prejudiced thought-processes. For the linchpin of the divisive
argument is false in itself. The 'Northern Charm', an archaic novelty established with
the opening's ‘rough crags' and 'moaning winds', is Celfic in origin (and, as with
Medea's feminin-ity and his forbears' ineloquence, Harrison has made origins,
sociocultural 'propre-ness' crucial), stemming from Welsh counting systems, and never
recorded uséd by shepherds.

The first sheepscoring record is Ellis's (1877-79) paleotypological, the sound being of
more interest than its source, furthered by Witty (1927) and Barry (within the last
twenty years). Barry follows Ellis's conclusion that the rhyme has been 'obsolete since
at least the last quarter of the last century [i.e. the 18th]', and points out that its fall
from use has left it open to further transformation in counting games and knitters4
mnemonics, as the Opies' research indicates®. Specific variants centre around three

areas - Wensleydale, having seven instances, is the significant ‘Northern' region36,

The origins of the rhyme affect the perception of what has happened in the text. The
'survival theory' fits the tenor of the opera; the rhyme survives among pockets of Celts
trapped in wild moorland areas during the Anglo-Saxon invasion. This assures
folkloric validity, situating the charm as Pagan relic (associating it, as in the opera's
opening, with the 'music of the hills'), conferring fertility and protection over Celtic
descendants as well as validating claims to inherent differences between North and
South, seeing separated sheep breeds as indicators of less visible distinctions between

the shepherds' races and belief-systems:
The tradition in England was that counting-out rhymes were remnants of
formulas used by the druids for choosing human sacrifice. Charles Taylor
mentions it in The Chatterings of The Pica, and 70 years later Gomme gave
credence to it?7.

Whilst denying 'Yan Tan Tethera' the authenticity of a truly Northern charm, this

theory, the one implicit in the opera's offered reception of itself, allows for the charm's

mystique as 'heritage’.

However, Barry points to the lack of evidence; there is none for the score's existence
before 1745. Dramatic variations point not to 'an organic development', but to their
being 'imperfectly acquired’. Ellis's conclusion also suggests they are newer,
selfconscious, even:
I am inclined to regard them as a comparatively recent importation38.

"Yan Tan Tethera' is not an intrinsic, propre Northern charm, nor a relic, but is itself a
recently-borrowed piece of alien culture, a demonstration of being framed and
assimilated the way if frames and assimilates alien culture in the opera. 'Importation
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theories' suggest it originates from either a Brythonic population at Strathclyde or from
medieval or post-medieval Wales3®. The latter 'origin' is most likely, on linguistic
grounds: Ellis's morphological approach traces the transition of Welsh numerals to

subtly different signifieds in a different culture:
The word for 1 is also very nearly Welsh 'un', but it has been confused with the
Northern dialect word 'yon' by a process of which the connecting links are
preserved?0.

Similarly (and significantly to Harrison's choice), Witty found the Celtic language's

musicality and its disconnectedness from referents motivate appropriation:
attractiveness and musical alliteration had a great deal to do with the spread of
the numerals*!

Given these motivations, then, adaptability and attractiveness, Northern shepherds

could easily impose a new etymology, from assumed shared origins with their own

language, enabling the words a parallel, newly meaningful function:
It was also natural that sounds resembling the known English words should be
reduced to an English form. Thus Welsh 'un ar bymtheg might be
mispronounced [eeun u bumfik] and then heard as [yaan . uboon], being taken
to mean 'one above the last number', and Welsh 'ugain' for 20 might be taken to
mean 'begin again'42,
Likewise '3, tethera, [...] confused with t'other' (Ellis, ibid.) and the dialect for 'ta' for
'you', giving a sequence 'yan' - one, that one, or me; 'tan' - two, or you; 'tethera' -
three, or t'other, a literalistic signifying interpretation of given folk counting scheme
signifieds. This exemplifies the universal process of rhymes' adaptation in oral, pre- or
non-literate cultures, lacking the written standard of an 'authorised version' and its

(legal) associations of right and wrong:
Thus we find variations, even apparently creative ones, occur more often by
accident than by design. Usually they come about through mishearing or
misunderstanding.43

Shepherd Alan's name is also originally Celtic: derived from the river Alne*4 - a Celtic-
Yorkshire river still so named. 'Alan' demonstrates the propre adaptation and adoption

of local and localised cultures before poetry, Harrison, frames it as doing so in an
attempt to persuade 'him' (those for whom he stands) to be himself.

Alan's name speaks this history of adaptation and preservation even as he performs the
processes in the name of 'his' rhyme, which becomes propre to him not as 'Northern'
(as the opera designates them) nor as 'Celtic' ('survivals' of another age that the opera
assumes), but as figure of the impossibility of the originary, let alone regional or racial,
propre. Further, the name acts as a sign that is retained in its ‘penetration into new
territory'; the opera's cyclical semiotic elements are self-reflexive, in that characters
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apprehend the future in the frame - language, behaviour, art - of past events, in what is
seen to be the enduring circle of folklore in its apprehension of working life.

This exchange and intermarrying of cultures as propre to them, as characteristic of
what cultures are (as much as citation of texts is shown to be characteristic of what
texts are, and with the same deconstructive consequences for notions of propriety,

property, and originality), is vital to our perception of the text.

The actual incorporation of a foreign culture adds a fresh perspective to our
understanding of what the text is, no longer belonging to one culture and isolating
others (even under the guise of ‘'inclusion’), but amenable, indeed composed of,
adaptation, assimilation. In an opera this point becomes particularly salient, as the
cross-cultural heritage of the art form is 'written out' in a movement of appropriation
by those interested in the preservation of ‘high art' that is managed by them such that
those excluded claim to prefer their situation. In referring to those outside the theatre
for its interpretation, Yan Tan Tethera speaks, while still in its propre language, of

those whom conventional dictates would not understand.

This culture of adaptation is demonstrated by Barry's speculation on the scoring
system's many modes of dissemination; by North-country men returning from work in
Wales to their children, who received it as a novelty (much of our folklore is
'preserved' in the adaptive environment of the playground, as the Opies have recorded);
by migrating Welsh woollen-workers whose industry declined at the beginning of the
industrial revolution; and by men bringing Welsh sheepdogs to the North. The Pately
Bridge scores, significantly closer to Welsh ‘originals' than others, are attributable to

the arrival of Welsh lead miners.

Involved in this mis en abyme of adaptation and adaptability is Harrison himself - in a
movement of folkloric authenticity, he claims he first heard the rhyme on his uncle's
Cumbrian farm, as a boy#s. It is being returned in song to the oral repertoire from
which it arrived, having undergone 'updating' and transformation that ensure it does
not fossilize, but, returning it to the same place, make it new.

This antecedence is present in the text as a indicator of belief, Van Gennep's 'indirect
contagious rite', which orders life, protects from abstract evil and ensures prosperity
and fertility. The power of the belief lies in the harnessing of the individual's energy to
an evidently 'potent' formularization, the trust that they will survive as it has, in the

power of belief, of transcendence.

The charm's transformation - from other to propre - models the spread of language and
customs, and the freedom from dominance of the individual, dominance as much by
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uninterrogated belief as by totemic language, if he/she can also 'take on' other
properties to a flexible belief-frame.

Adoption and adaptation become the opera's keys, then, as what seemed to be
domination by linear tradition is rethought as the invocation of change and indomitable
dissemination, what seemed to be division is shown to be the demonstration of
necessary difference within a constantly renewed culture. Alan must go beyond the
reiterative assimilation to the cognitive adaptation of his environment, so overcome
the discontent he feels after the contest with Caleb.

2.8 SARCEN STONES: BRINGING CULTURE IN

This final transition is centred around the 'sarcen stones', iconic remnants of the
civilisations this opera's myth and ritual cites. The superstitions surrounding these
monumental stones derives from their alien perpendicular presence in an otherwise
undulating landscape, signifying the adaptation of the 'original' environment by the
settlers now burried in the two mounds occupied by Alan and Caleb. The process of
incorporation is demonstrated in their integral role within the local belief systems, their
re-naming, marking their difference, and bringing them within a local signifying
structure;

These sarsen stones owe their name to something strange in their appearance:

the country people called them saracens because they felt that these harsh,

angular blocks were alien to the yielding curves of the chalk on which they

lay .46
As with the structure of myth, the imported cultural referent retains its contextualising
'foreignness' as propre to itself, the different quality functions as that which the original
community defines itself against, and in this process the external becomes incorporated
as necessary. The three protagonists' attitudes towards this importation marks their
degree of prejudice: Alan's fear of the stones in their symbolic role of Other allows
them to exercise what he believes to be their propre power, to separate him from his
borrowed community. Their framing as ‘foreign' invokes his own, the force that
brought them to their new context being linked with antagonistic attraction to 'their'
origins:

Men say that his pipe's made of finger bones

that come from the dead who lie under these stones,
these enormous, enormous sarsen stones.

Some of 'em must weigh nigh on fifty ton,
you'd need a 100 yoke of oxen just to drag one - (306)

In searching for mythic origins, Alan projects the Piper to derive from the unsettled
remains of the Celts, adapting local superstition to express personal dissatisfaction;
specious logic, leaving him prey to the temptations of the Bad 'Un.
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Caleb desires to possess the origins, to control the stones, gain access to the
treasures/power they contain; their totemic nature structures them as an index of
fertility, the gold burried beneath them is the key to win Hannah:

all I need to complete my life

is the red gold that decks the bones

stretched out beneath these sarsen stones. (307)
This is a theocentric gesture against the polyphony proper to myth. The refusal to
allow importation (his hatred of Alan), or to accept (his) contextual multivalency leads
him to attempt the appropriation of what is culturally 'Other’, enacted through his
impropre repetition of the Northern sheepscoring rhyme to gain access to the mound,
the source of its power, symbolised by the gold. The move to control necessarily fails,
as the disseminatory nature of myth, belief systems, evades governance in that they
have no origin, the process of re-writing, re-formulising is propre to the structure
itself, and in attempting to contain this universalisation the individual is involuted
within the historical contextualisation, the myth, like the mound, absorbs him, his claim
of centricity being just one more voice among the many - the lonely cry of 'Tethera
Dik'.
Finally, Hannah, voice of the feminine, enacts the process of adaptation that mirrors
the opera's thesis. The belief systems of the stones' 'original' erectors as totemic
markers of fertility are continued within their re-contextualisation as part of local
superstition ('old country charm’, s.d. 309) framed by her indirect rite to ensure a safe
pregnancy - the passing of a shawl through the stone's hole, the safe journey through
the threshold promising its successful repetition in childbirth.

This continuation of myth again demonstrates the cultural adaptation process, as the
significance of the appearance that provokes the identificatory act, is itself a historical

accident:
'Grey Wethers', so called from their resemblance to sheep are sarcen or
sandstone boulders, the fragments of a former capping to the chalk in remote
times. Palm trees grew in this, their roots causing holes in the stones. Sarcens
were much used for megalithic buildings around 2000 B.C.4

Hannah, embodying the fragmentary feminine, personifies cultural assimilation, iterated
towards the close of the opera by her accepting twin boys not 'properly' hers. Through
this created unity -'now we are 1-2-3, yan, fan, tethera,' (315) - she makes possible her

own sons' and husbands' return.

Ultimately, the opera itself enters the realm of myth, becomes, as will Harrison's

Medea, a reappropriation of (a) myth for our times, constructed propre-ly of
products of popular imagination [...] organized into a meaningful [...] narrative
form [...] a visible totality48.
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It adopts and adapts genres of the 'universal' to reflect the totality of available cultures,
ultimately in a message (transcendent of ‘culture') enabled by their interplay and its

comprehensive framework,
the analytical principle of coexistent, superimposed, yet interpenetrating levels
of meaning, which if properly applied reveals that myths are, structurally,
systems of signs, and functionally, basic codes of communication between man
(sic.) and the world49.

The structure becomes sign in its exploitation of genre and its layering of techniques
and language, effecting means of communication constituent parts are each unable to
provide. It is Harrison's most explicit use of 'translation' of disparate genres to return
art to its propre, universal, demonstration of education and freedom, to show all
genres' 'origins' and performance - life - as adaptation, so to involve his audience in

art's perpetual and necessary regenerative spiral, transcendence:
'transcendental deduction [...] requires a true reasoning process rather than a
simple judgement' [...it] does not stem from observation but from logical
requirements; it rests on a relation between concepts no longer bound to
external reality but connected ‘according to their compatibilities and
incompatibilites in the architecture of the mind'50.

It is not sufficient to be aware of the conventions and clichés exploited in the
postmodern text, and as I shall show it is central to Harrison's project to show them at
work, so show where they come from, to whom they 'belong' and how they perform.
Their underlying structures are within each of us, their sources surround and effect us,
and their deconstruction and re-appropriation effects us all; only when we all enter the
rethinking of the structures and interests of language and art can change be effected.
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1See Jung, Man and His Symbols, for the genesis of this analysis.
2This process endures in fairy-tales and pantomime; Cinderalla, Puss in Boots are shown to be
exemplars of this ‘use’ of traditional oral texts in Opie & Opie, The Classic Fairy Tales.
3An example of this European use of the folktale is Youth Everlasing and Life Without End, in
Romanian Folk Tales.
4Levi-Strauss, cit Maranda & Kongas-Maranda, eds., The Structural Analysis of Oral Tradition, page
XVi.
SMukarovsky, "Art as Semiotic Fact", in Matejka & Titunik, eds., The Semiotics of Art - Prague
School Contributions, page 5.
6 In Maranda & Kongas-Maranda, eds., The Structural Analysis of Oral Tradition, page 4.
"Bigsby, "The Politics of Poular Culture", in Approaches To Popular Culture, page 7.
8In folkloric terms, interweaving the structure of the text with that of the Christian appropriation of
Paganism which it cites, we can sec the transformer®, 'Pagan Peasant' as 'Christian 1', in the free
intermingling of belief-systems in the central section, and as 'Christian 2 Urban' in the final
movement, as Christianity becomes the dominant force. Organised religion frames all beliefs in its
symbolism at the close, the restored church bell being paralleled with awareness of ‘community’, a
formerly un-speakable concept, lacking referent, in the opening, isolationist staging, to which we are
returned, but at a different 'latitude’. The ‘agent term' of the folkloric structure of the text likewise
undergoes set stages of transformation; from 'Calcb Raven', with its Pagan associations of 'black' and
'supernatural evil'®, through the 'Bad 'Un' - a 'Christian 1' conception of evil, yet invoking Celtic
personification, who is despatched finally as a general, mythic, evil presence. Finally, the 'object
term' changes from 'abduction of shepherd' (and associated material loss) through the semiotic,
'Christian 1' equation, 'absence of hero = absence of light', to the symbolic 'Christian 2' mode
‘abduction of goodness' which is made apparent on its restoral, a received good.
"Maranda & Kongas-Maranda, eds., The Structural Analysis of Oral Tradition, page 2.
190rganized thematically, the following selected motifs from Stith Thompson's Motif Index of Folk
Literature demonstrates the range of cultures on which Harrison has drawn in composing Yan Tan
Tethera (1 am indebted to Prof. John Widdowson for first suggesting the presence in this text of folk-
motifs):
S140  crucl abandonments and exposures India; Thompson-Balys
L111.1 exile returns and succeeds
R131  exposed or abandoned children rescued
S314  twins exposed Italian novella:Rotunda:

Greek:Grole I:103
D642  maltreated children transformed

S414  woman abandoned when with child Buddhist myth, malalasckera
S441  cast-off wife and child abandoned in forest India: Thompson-Balys
L113.1.4 Shepherd as hero type 922 Jewish: Newman
M217 Bargain with devil Spanish:Italian (M211 Eng)
A315.1.1 twins as culture heroes India: tales (280n.35)

D563  transformation by encircling object 3 times N.A Indian :
D1273.1magic spells mixed with Christian prayers Irish myth

D1273.1.1 3 as magic number Irish:Jewish:French-Canadian
D1273.1.3 7 as magic number Irish;English:Jewish:French-
Canadian:Siberian
D1273 magic song Africa:Greenland:Irish:
Chinese

(other motifs are of increasingly indirect borrowing)

Maranda & Kongas-Maranda, eds., The Structural Analysis of Oral Tradition, page 1.
12Folklore-studies reveal that he folktale-narrative, applied to folktales-proper or mundane stories, is
the first learned by children (J. Widdowson, personal communication)

13Personal communication with the author, 23.5.88

14As identified by Peter Harrop; see "Towards A Morphology of The English Folk Play", Lore And
Language, vol. 5, No. 2. Interestingly, the 'Old Tup' theme, of slaughter and resurrection, properly of
the ram, ('Old Tup’) is displaced from the symbolic into the personal realm: it is Shepherd Alan who
is abducted, 'killed', then restored. The symbol of fertility and regenerative power is so embodied in
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the shepherd, as is indicated in 'reality’, in the fertility of his wife and his flock's rapid increase.
Harrop identifies the basic theme of such plays as 'bringing fertility to the places and people visited'14,
though in Yan Tan Tethera's human sacrifice, this is reappropriated from this Pagan/archetypal
analysis to the Christian implications of 'multiplication’, Christian 2 'goodness'.
I5A.C. Cawley, "A Modernised Version of The Wakeficld 'First Shepherd's Play", Transactions of
The Yorkshire Dialect Society, vol. ix, part LI
16This divergence-as-joining is Derrida's 'law of the law of genre'; see my chapter on Harrison's In
Loving Memory, which is in part a discussion of the author's persuasive uses of this 'law’.
17The third strand of the text, equally important though of its nature harder to isolate, is music; it
unites all elements, re/defining their structures and rhythms from those of prose (folktale), to poetry
(folkplay, mysteryplay, masque), to song, it sets the tenor for the performance, adding shade and
nuance to the purposively 'simple’ text. This opening sequence's Pagan/ritualistic framing of the
opera, for example, is signalled by 'bells, drums and harp', reminiscent of Celtic folk instrumentation,
with the conventional orchestral instruments coming in later with scenic 'sophistication’, animating
the received nature of the invoked mythicism as contemporary classical music. This music sets a
solemn mood, never 'overtaking' the source-material, but creating a contemporary background, the
opera's 'real' context, with low-pitched 'pp - mp' crescendos 'behind' arrangements of percussive
instruments, underlining, echoing, the air of expectation the staging creates. The ebb and swell of
strings and woodwind plus the increasing pace through cyclically changing time-signatures musically
enacts the unnatural 'dawn, the Arcadian element being followed by the bird motif (bar 25) of the
flute. Set against its selfconsciously contemporary musical background of threatening, atmospheric,
but non-naturalistic tones, however, the representational motif becomes unnerving - particularly as the
barren landscape finally revealed also seems devoid of all 'natural’ elements, and the 'out of place'
(invoked) bird, in its natural and conventional associations, conversely comes to signify the
artificiality of the opera's structure as a whole.

18Mukarovsky, "Art as Semiotic Fact", in Matejka & Titunik, eds., The Semiotics of Art - Prague
School Contributions, page 8.

19%Semiotics in The Folk Theatre", in Matejka & Titunik, eds., The Semiotics of Art - Prague School
Contributions, page 44. This obviously serves Harrison's non-separatist aims, as his choice and
foregrounding of the folktale-structure in his combination of genres does not exclude the working
class from comprehending it, although sciocultural barriers make unlikely their secing it - Yan Tan
Tethera's televising (even though more accessible than the text's intentions, in ignoring Harrison's
masque-elements in favour of naturalism thought propre to its folkloric theme) stands as no more than
a token of 'mass-accessibility’ of the kind Harrison's later struggle with propre television forms for
poetry attempt to transcend, especially in a television context, a television-viewing class would not
choose to watch an opera.
20See Thompson, The Folktale. The Hindu source of this 'talking animal' convention in
representational deities has here been in part overlaid with Christian overtones - the 'good shepherd’,
reversed, leading his flock astray - just as the Bible's parabalistic form is shown to be a dialectical
borrowing of Eastern folk structures. The sheep's singing is constrained by the number associated
with the disciples at the last supper (Waring, comp., 4 Dictionary of Omens and Superstitions).
218ee Perrault, in Opie & Opie, The Classic Fairy Tales.
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(Lonsdale, Animals And The Origin of Dance, page 38-39).
23Campbell, "The Importance of Rites", in Myths To Live By, page 46.
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27Silverman, ed., Piaget, Philosophy and the Human Sciences, is a collection around the similarities
lzaetween adult, linguistic, development, and childhood transitions, as processes of individuation.
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32Birtwistle, notes to Silbury Air.

33 A fundamental 'type' of folktale structure. Thompson, The Folktale.

34This use occurs is cited in Harrison's earlier drafts of the opera where Alan is a sailor, and his wife
uses the counting charm while awaiting his return, knitting sweaters:

She counted stitches under her breath

like someone repeating a charm against death-

Yan, Tan, Tethera......

In Harrison's working draft notebooks, unpublished.
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CHAPTER THREE:

WRITING AGAINST SPEECH: THE SUBJECT OF ""FROM THE SCHOOL OF
ELOQUENCE"

You're supposed to be the bright boy at description
and you can't tell them what the fuck to put!

I've got to find the right words on my own.!

3.1 FOREWORD: LANGUAGE SPEAKING PROPRE

Within the open-ended sonnet sequence "from The School of Eloquence" can be
traced a discrete series of poems dealing specifically with the use and limitation of
language, its performance as at once linking and separating people. This network
reflexively engages with the problem of communication and form, utilizing the
rhetorical sophistication propre to the sonnet structure to provide a means of
incorporating the marginalised varieties of language that, defying easy formalization,
lack a medium of expression and pass into the 'silences' and aberrant traces that
underwrite the logocentric, interested version of History.

This group includes "Heredity", "The Rhubarbarians 1", "On not being Milton", "A
Good Read", "Book Ends", "Marked With D", "Bringing Up", "Wordlists" and
"Blocks", but operates the open-endedness propre to the sequence and its ethos of
nonexclusivity, so infects several sonnets ostensibly dealing with other subjects, and
demonstrates that the marginalized voices speak to some extent in all poetry. The
argument of the group takes the form of a deconstruction of the nature and
segregating interestedness of ‘eloquence’. Harrison's 'eloquence’ is the poetry's
double-bind; it is specifically eloquent as selfconsciously propre - the poems of the
sequence are sonnets, and of a being-crafied, in-process variety - and, generally, it
speaks the 'received, 'standard' form of English that Harrison finds he is bound by,
which alienates him sociculturally and communicatively from his parents. Harrison's
linguistic dexterity, in taking this eloquence to its limit and juxtaposing it with his
stammering, ‘ineloquent' origins, extends the formal boundaries of the sonnet form;
at the same time, he uses the sonnet's position as literary and social icon to provide a
body of tradition against which to demonstrate the inarticulateness of his own silent
'history’, the web of unheard voices of his working-class family and background.

Inevitably, the operation deconstructs its own premise, as while generating a poetry
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that acknowledges the intrinsic fluidity and expressiveness of spoken, or oral,
working-class speech, allowing the awkward, non-standard language of urban Leeds
to achieve a grace and eloquence its original speakers felt it lacked, the ‘translation’
process itself points to the depersonalisation inherent in ‘eloquence'. This situates
the poet's voice as emergent, coming from 'orality' zhrough 'literacy', but not resting
in its ease, and the poet as subject-in-process, produced by the struggle to engage
with the tensions of linguistic mastery in a bid to be present-to al// of his voices.
Eloquence is the poems', and the poet's enablement, of a communicative unification
which generates significance in the play of languages, rather than the reductive,
formal, standardisation the sequence shows ineloquence to suffer from as much as
'standard' English.

The progress towards accomplishing this aim, performed confessionally from the
confrontational stance of "Book Ends 1" to the growth of self-knowledge in
"Blocks", is accompanied by the regretful recognition that linguistic reconciliation
has been achieved too late to be reproduced in the personal realm. It is only via
familial misunderstandings and tongue-lashings, which the poems stand to
retrospectively expiate, that this dynamic meeting of forms and cultures came to be
formed. It is a painful sequence, a poetry of personal as much as sociolinguistic
necessity, which enables the birth of a self from contradictory, potentially
destructive elements, but one born, in personal terms, too late.

Thus an almost valedictory tone is encapsulated in the epigraph's symbol of the
ticket fo 'The School of Eloquence':

[...JWhen arrested he was found in possession of a ticket which was perhaps

one of the last "covers" for the old LCS: Admit for the Season to the School

of Eloquence.?
Harrison, through his education, has gained an 'eloquence' which seemed to his
family to promise admission to an elite, an éntre which was ambivalently a source of
pride, misunderstanding and mistrust. However, like the fake LCS ticket, eloquence
provides the experience of the reality of the limitations boundedness implies; the
ostensive entry into one realm merely enables the ability to perceive its role as
"cover", and to question how eloquent elite appropriate its borders as social, 'real,
which the excluded respect in their reflexive constitution as 'outside’. The sequence
I discuss here engages with the projected power of eloquence by those who don't
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posses it (specifically the uncles, Joe and Harry, stammerer and mute, who frame the
sequence), the pressure exerted on Harrison to use this to compensate for their
lacks, and the paradoxical loss, of their 'voice', that Harrison himself discusses as the
'price’ of his ticket to this literary/linguistic elite. The ticket-metaphor is apposite,
the sequence is figured as a journey whose origin is not recognised until it is lost,
and is re-thought at various stages, of which the last has yet to be reached: it is this
lack of a prepared solution that provides the logic with which to read the sonnets.
The personal is underwritten by the yet-unformed language in which it will be
variously expressed. This chapter provides the basis from which to explore the body
of the sonnet sequence, which attempts to re-examine Harrison's relationships with
his family. The problems of growing away from his background are, the sequence
demonstrates, more properly psychoanalytic than sociolinguistic, traumas of which
the linguistic alienation discussed below is merely symptomatic.

3.2 INTRODUCTION: ELOQUENCE AND THE DEATH OF THE SPEAKER

"From The School of Eloquence" lacks the authoritative and unifying presence
proper to the sonnet sequence form. The absence of a speaking subject is not only
the deconstructive condition of writing, here, the inadequation-to-intention that the
sonnets oppose to speech in their form and content. Rather, its insistence comes to
suggest a presence, but one that is not yet at home. Repeatedly, speaking-of and
performing writing's annihilation of the self, the sonnets' voice is engaged in the
struggle to establish a transcendent subjectivity.

The poems retrospectively trace the development of the problem that has led to their
writing: the gaining of self-consciousness at the expense of the self that one has
become conscious of. They become the only possible vehicle that can arrest this
displacement and allow self-knowledge a place to co-exist with what it has
displaced. ‘

Harrison's text deals with a second birth, It tells of the adopting of a new life,
contrary and necessarily exclusive of his original background. This can be
contextualized in terms of his re-socialization as 'middle-class' and alienation from
his working-class family and community. I discuss elsewhere® how this cultural
transition became crystalized in the poet's acquisition of Standard
English(SE)/Received Pronunciation(RP), creating communication difficulties
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between this 'typographic’ code and the 'oral' code of Harrison's family4. However,
complementary difficulties in respect of his new peer group arise because accent,
dialectal lexiemes, and syntactic variants - linguistic traces of his former 'self' - are
present in his rendition of the new ‘code', the acquisition is incomplete. The
sonnets relate the social experience of this metamorphosis, then, and personal
ambivalence at the traces of the originary state that forbid complete rebirth.

3.3 THE USES OF ELOQUENCE

These socio-cultural rites of passage function as structural metaphors for the divided
self which inevitably features as text speaker in Harrison's work; the formalization
of these divisions is used to examine the supposed unity of 'eloquence’ itself, the
symbolic 'completeness' that is the ultimate goal of language use, the self-made-
accessible, displaying no lack.

This misapprehension of 'eloquence' or elaborated-code speech (typographically
based, therefore properly 'writing) is maintained throughout the sequence as a
transcendental signifier to be constantly negated through the textual operations that
approach it. Rather than 'correct' or replace the term, Harrison allows it to stand as
always failing to occupy the space propre to it, proposed full communication
through shared language. The pull towards the possibility of expression that
'eloquence’ proposes is posited as betraying an interpersonal lack, which eloquence
cannot supply except by a complementary annihilation, the removal of all trace of
the individual from their speech; inherently impersonal, it has nothing to refer to, so
is structured as a language incapable of reference to anything. It is pure structure,
defined in terms of the 'actuality' it writes over, excludes.

It is through the poems' Jack of eloquence, then, that we can read them. Rather,
their ostensive celebration of this 'mute ingloriousness' is readable only via the
establishment-then-rupture of eloquence. That is, ineloquent 'mute ingloriousness'
functions as dependent on its (formally 'correct’) Other, and is permitted to speak as
what that Other is not. This relationship exposes the rhetorical 'hollowness' of
eloquence by demonstrating that language signifies as 'originality' only by going
beyond its given limits, drawing on the semiotic drives of the purely phonic will-to-
speech, of the becoming-language, which demonstrate presence through the
violation of formal boundaries. The resultant tension re-energizes the sonnet as a
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contemporary poetic vehicle, whilst necessarily retaining its status as marker of
aesthetics and erudition against which the ineloquent plays.

3.3.1 ELOQUENCE AND REGRET

's silence, parries and hush on whistling hills,
shadows in moonlight playing knurr and spell.

It wasn't poetry though.®

A valedictory sadness inevitably punctuates the sequence, as the possibility of their
being written is contingent on the loss that they seek to explore, the loss of an
identity that can now be named, spoken; ‘innocence' relies on 'experience' to
conceptualize it, being only perceivable in retrospect, pre-eloquence becomes pre-
lapsarian, pre-selfconsciousness, consciousness of loss. This Blakean paradigm is
closely followed in Harrison's sequence, loss of innocence correlating with the
speaking subject's birth into language, but here it is the Hegelian opposition, of
Being and Meaning, that establishes the polarities traversed; working-class 'Being'
characterized through action, symbol and image, speaking through silence as
inarticulation, existing against 'Meaning', the attempt to create signification through
language, eloquence. Neither is finally shown as conceptually sufficient; this is the
poems' suspension of subjectivity.

The traditional working-class lifestyles are presented as outside language, a way of
being to which those within are fully present, and so short the circuit used to
bestow meaning and assert presence. Anterior to the use or need of the mediation
of language, selfhood directly equates with trade

Wilkinson farmed Thrang Crag, Martindale.

Horner was the Haworth signalman.

Harrison kept a pub with home-brewed ale:

fell farmer, railwayman, and publican,

[...] one ploughed his land, one squashed a rat,
kept railtracks clear, or [...] dressed up to the nines,’

The 'straightness' of the 'lines' drawn in the sonnet are playing across this division of
selfconsciousness - the forebears have a 'natural' directness that centres them in their
role, tied to their context, geographically and culturally. The link between a person's
environment and the language they use to encode concepts external to their
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immediate sphere of existence is one of the defining characteristics of 'orality":

oral cultures must conceptualize and verbalize all their knowledge with more

or less close references to the human lifeworld, assimilating the alien,

objective world to the more immediate, familiar interaction of human

beings.8
This proximity to the 'life-world', or phenomenological dependency is repeatedly
situated in the text as anterior to signification, yet as it is seen inevitably, now,
through the mediating consciousness of the text-speaker, its overlay of significance
is developed via the play of language. Meaning, in this case the moral reading of the
'lines', is returned to oral truisms, such as 'straight as a die' etc.., which have (and
had) relevance to the 'restricted code” users, in a movement Harrison will continue
in dramatic and televisual genres. Here, the grandfathers' 'straightness' becomes
transposed to a literary pun; the materiality of their railway- or furrow-lines is re-
played, Harrison's assumed selfhood is performed, in a continuation of this assured
lineage:

I strive to keep my lines direct and straight,

and try to make connections where I can -

the knuckleduster's now my paperweight!

Inevitably these connections and symbolic lines can no longer be 'direct and straight',
the play of language scatters unitary meaning; 'where I can' stands as an apologia,
an implication of necessary difference in the continuation of tradition. Whilst the
idealization projected by the text speaker seeks to embrace the permanence, the
rootedness of this manner of 'Being', keeping a weighty clout in the targetedness of
the poetry and 'simplicity' of a language incorporating at least a representation of a
Leeds dialect, the concreteness of the grandfathers' lifestyle, the unmediated nature
of the experience of it, demonstrates Harrison's exteriority. He is rereading and
giving significance, meaning; distancing himself in the tacit admission that his form
of experience is incompatible with theirs, represents a break from it. As "v." will
remind us, if he cannot replicate their experience, he must see this 'significant’ re-
experience positively:

'The only reason why I write this poem at all

[.]

's to give some higher meaning to your scrawl'10
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It is in the division from the family that the poet's barrier of apprehension is made
clear - the adolescent reading material, 'Tbsen, Marx and Gide'!! has questioned the
family structure its reader inhabits, marking the alienation, via criticism and

selfconsciousness, the practice of reading performs:

ah sometimes think you read too many books.
ah nivver 'ad much time for a good read.!?

The causal 'nivver 'ad much time', links the actual temporal reality - the attitude and
performance (as citation) of 'real time' - of working-class life, with its idiomatic
concretization of the economics of not giving time to something. The grudging
judgement of 'too many' is semantically linked with the not having time - not having
enough, not being the owner of one's time - to give: the son is wasting the precious
leisure his father never had.

However the 'too many' also comments conotatively that their number has surpassed
a limit, that now the books' constitute an economy, their imposing volume places an
unbreachable gap between father and son. Books take time to traverse, and position
their reader differently, in a different world with a different history. It is already too
late for the non-reader to 'understand' or to attempt the traversal, so the father
reciprocally cannot grasp 'Meaning'’; not so much the ‘'meanings' of the works
themselves, but their ordering of history and of their readers around the idea of
Meaning, of significance. Yet in this poem, it is too éarly for the son, the
developing Harrison, who is only here discovering a consciousness previously
uncultivated by his environment, to realise his loss, to formalize his own position as
other-than-his-father's, so appreciate his divorce from the immediacy of his father's
material reality. Conscious of his different perception, he is yet unconscious of it as
different, because he has yet to turn it on himself.

Ironically this separation can only be realized when the subject is fully born into
impersonal language. Harrison characterizes himself as 'T', as opposed to his father's
‘ah’; the fully formed 'I', as concretized linguistic identity, is set against the less
selfconsciously resonant back-vowel, the ‘ah' that does not project the subject as
‘such into a preformed, grammatical identity, a perlocutionary positing of self that
does not involve leaving the self to enter language's signification of selfhood. The
I/ah opposition is furthered by the non-stressed positioning in the line of 'ah’, its
phonetic structure, //it is de-stressed, pulled back from the front-vowel and elided
before the time-adjuncts that are thematic in the father's two lines by virtue of their
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being contrasted elements; the non-formalized marker of presence effaces itself in

favour of the idea it seeks to present.

This linguistic feebleness is compounded by the use of formulaic truisms, ready-
made language that cannot be claimed by an 'I', and that is conventionally rejected
by poetry. This failure to project an individuated presence through language typifies
'public' language. The discrete language codes of the working-class from those of
the middle-class is what first opened discussion concerning the different perception
of language and its function;

The symbolism is of a low order of generality. The personal qualification is
left out of the structure of the sentence, therefore it is a language of implicit
meaning. Feelings which find expression in this language will themselves be
affected by the form of the expression used. Feelings communicated will be
diffuse and crudely differentiated when a public language is being used.13

Certainly, the more orally-oriented aspects of working-class speech present
problems in their transcription - a complement for Harrison the poet to the pursuit
of eloquence experienced by his father. The descriptive features noted by Bernstein
provide the means to re-creating the 'lost' forms; the text-stylisation serves as

literary corollary to the formulary used in speech by the father.

These forms belong to a 'restricted’ community, denote a culture, and their use
establishes this group identity more than it claims the so-called 'original, ‘individual’
thought of standard-language expression. The father's lines stress the presence of
the group and the values of group identity against the individualism of an 'T' which,
standing alone marks the group's negation semantically and sociolinguistically.

Having separated, having become fully individuated, Harrison-the-poet is able to
appreciate the quality of the reality left behind, but can only recapture it through
language. The materiality is irreplaceable, but via the operation of the signifier, it
can be resummoned, integrated by the operatio'n of the linguistic system that
originated the divide. It is in the gap this division has left, in Lacan's vel of
alienation', that a unity can be formed which neither system holds. Oral/symbolic
materiality cannot be captured in the structure of eloquent language, and it is in this
constant, consequent rupture that selfconscious identity floats, in the struggle itself:

I've come round to your position on 'the Arts'
but put it down in poems, that's the bind.!3
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Not only is Harrison claiming sympathy with his father's view, he is also textually
occupying his position, his space in the text, speaking his opinion, via the mediation
of a self-conscious 'I'' The 'putting down' of this stance as a naively superior
grammar-school boy is reoccupied via a suppleness aware of language's auto-
ironization, its expression of the other point of view, its polysemy; when Harrison
occupies his former self, it is with the resonances of regret. This duality is the
positive reading of 'the bind' Harrison faces here, and which I discussed in the
introduction to this chapter; the text-speaker is simultaneous with the uniting of
disparate halves, is born with their bonding, but this 'bind' carries with it the
boundedness of his textualization, the inevitability that once entered into language
both he and his past/father are 'lost'.

The father finally achieves subjectivity vicariously, captured in a poem for other
people (as fortunate as him to be bound in similarly unmediated, material existences)
to be too busy to read. Harrison's parting shot:

once I'm writing I can't put you down!

explores the paradox that once fully engaged with language, meaning, the writer
becomes preoccupied with his/her loss of being, and in this sonnet sequence it is the
phenomenologically ‘continuousé being of Harrison's family that provides the
material reality in the face of which this loss is felt/offset. Having realised this,
Harrison realises his father cannot be derided for his stance (‘put down'), but
becomes fascinating in the role of Other, a structure to be 'read'; the poet exchanges
the idioms with which the working class regulates its nonreading for the equally
formulaic cliches of the reading class (I couldn’t put it down) and its prioritization of
metaphor. The father exists as the self that Harrison would have liked to have
achieved selfconsciousness of - an impossibility which can only be perceived after

the event.

This strong sense of ancestry positions Harrison within the oral history of poetry, his
work expressing the ideology of a community not able to do it from within because
of 'lacks' of language and power. Yet it is this link that causes the schism in the
sonnet sequence. Not only does the sonnet form demonstrate always its own
formality, its writtenness, but it is linked so closely to the confessional. Harrison's
voice is the voice of exclusion, from the impulsive, from the spoken as adequate to
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thought, his confession is of nostalgia for less selfconsciously-learned forms, his
point-of-view is of hindsight as the condition of distance from his subject, the past,
where there was ‘Being' but individuation was unknown. The individual self is
conscious of being brought to consciousness only through the negation of its former
'Being'.

3.4 "HEREDITY" AND EXPERIENCE BEFORE POETRY

The epigrammatic "Heredity", which introduces "from The School of Eloquence"
clearly delineates the tie between the experience that cannot be encoded in poetry
and the poet it forms:

How you became a poet's a mystery!

Wherever did you get your talent from?

I say: I had two uncles, Joe and Harry -
one was a stammerer, the other dumb.

The wry, throwaway single stanza evokes the oral context it cites as riddle. It
works as a piece of sophistry, reliant on a reader being born out of tonguetiedness
and having internalized the connection/opposition of eloquence and inarticulateness
- it echoes the contradictory nature of a riddle, yet offers a logic that is irrefutable.
Initially concerned with finding a 'voice', emerging from dumbness, the restricted
nature of working-class speech which encodes group identity is a restriction, a
stammer to poetry, as those that struggle to achieve it are humiliated in their literal
lack of 'self-expression, yet it is the struggle with too-restricted language that is
poetry:

you said you'd always been a clumsy talker!?

[...]he hungered for release from mortal speech
that kept him down, the tongue that weighed like lead.!®

Most of the 'voices' other than that of ' in the sequence are not yet born into
language, are 'weighed down!, silenced by it, but grope towards it with an energy, a
drive, that punctuates, stammers-forth into, the classical smoothness acquired by the
speaking subject. They break the framework, demonstrating their not belonging by
forcing an entry, in caesura and untranscribable pauses, in disrhythmia and
discordance. The sequence is concerned with both the social and the personal
consequences of not having a voice, and both are represented by the two uncles,
family- and class-members, whom it constantly re-presents in their specific, distinct,
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incomparable but equally effective, debilitating, forceful lacks-of-voice.

3.4.1 HARRY

Societal 'dumbness' is explored in "National Trust", where the abuse of power
polarizes in an act that forces the dispossessed (a convict) outside society, to breach
its extremes. The poem begins,

Bottomless pits. There's one in Castleton,

and stout upholders of our law and order

one day thought its depth worth wagering on

and borrowed a convict hush-hush from his warder
and winched him down;

Lost in a world of silence, darkness and deprivation, he becomes an embodiment of
lack'

...and back, flayed, grey, mad,
dumb.

The wilful display of power is encapsulated in the pure expenditure of the wager -
an artificially generated economy of waste, which places the disadvantaged at a price
beneath money, casting doubt on the 'law and order' of the society, as the ordering

creates laws in the name of a false science, im-propre value system.

This creation is at the expense ("'the tongueless man gets his land took" line 16) of a
person whose loss is expressed in the image of pure deprivation. The convict is
physically 'spent’, mentally 'annihilated' and 'bereft' of the speech that could express
his devastation. He is structurally sent to explore the limits, the borders of what
seems limitless, 'bottomless' - how far can an individual be removed without losing
all identity, already having transgressed society's conventional boundaries and so
become a fit instrument to 'plumb its depths'?

Conventionally eloquent, the sonnet is incapable of expressing what lies beyond,
and the reader is left poised at the mouth of the pit. But those ungovernable are
ungovernable-by-language, the able-to-know cannot tell of this knowledge. Our
ignorance remains pivoted around the caesura, the convict is

winched down; and back
We mark his absence by our silence and find his experience has rendered him silent.
Though he returns, he can never re-enter the world, having crossed a threshold,
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knowing the answer to what lies beyond, at the 'bottom', the limit, he is unable to
operate in the society that sent him there, hence his lack of conventional response to
more conventional violence:

Not even a good flogging made him holler!
As well as demonstrating symbolically the play of social forces, this act re-
introduces the theme of social identity in language, phallogocentric 'law and order'
linguistic control epitomised by eloquence, and the convict's transgression of its

boundaries 'erasing' his linguistic self:

On the one hand the theological encyclopedia, and modelled upon it, the
book of man, on the other a fabric of traces marking the disappearance of an
exceeded God or an erased man.!?

The theological undertaking, sanctioned by the Law, in the name of Science, a
pursuit of tangibles - measurement (of depth), and economy (of the wager) - is
overreached by the convict's act as act. His dangerous knowledge makes him at
once mad and dumb, which not only marks the taboo of the extremes, but presents
in an extra-linguistic sense the unsayable, the inexpressible, the uncontainable; in the
darkness where nothing remains hidden, he is_silenced through being able to speak
of everything, at once deprived of speech and beyond speech.

The double exclusion - by silencing and by marginalization of the silent - is reiterated
in the sextet that likens the single dramatic act of the poem to the treatment of the
whole community of Cornish tin miners, reminding us that they were silenced both
through economy/law, were not 'free' to voice their protest, and via their language-
deprivation; their speech remained excluded, incomprehensible and extrinsic to the

theological 'eloquence’ of the ruling classes.

The dumb go down in history and disappear
and not one gentleman's been brought to book:

Mes den hep tavas a-gollas y dyr

(Cornish) -
'the tongueless man gets his land took'.

The echo of the lost voice demonstrates the boundedness of the text; the words,
though integral with the sonnet (their end-rhyme), need 'translation’. The text
speaker plays with his eloquence to allow the dumb a voice, the other language
(eloquence's Other) is written into (English) dialectal form to emulate speech.
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Silence's dual sociohistory as ironic, silent by virtue of untranscribability, or
incomprehension - as the dialect or language of the mad is 'silent' - and as serious,
silent by virtue of being forcibly or legally 'silenced' - as the downtrodden or criminal
is 'silent!, is explicitly traced in "The Rhubarbarians". 'Gaffers' are distinguished
from 't'mob' by having their '(exact words recorded)' [sic]. While these '(exact
words)' remain for posterity, the discontentment of the masses is lost in working-
class babble, the particular grievance their words gave voice becomes indistinct,
absorbed in a general murmur of revolt at their disenfranchisement. This is ironized
as (what it practically is) ‘silence";
What t'mob said to the cannons on the mills,

shouted to soldier, scab and sentinel
's silence (11.9-11)

The theatrical cliche’of 'rhubarb-rhubarb' marks the ‘non-serious' interpretation of
the content of the crowds' displeasure, as not worthy or amenable of detailed record,
again excluded from language/eloquence. The 'mob's' chuntering - shapeless beside
the assertions of the gaffers, formless within the forms of written language - lacks
meaning. The protest is marked only by its failure to function as speech, it is an
enactment that signals only through its massed phonic swell, 'meaninglessly’; the
silence of history overlooked is compounded both of speech not comprehended and
of protest, of the mob, the grandfathers, the criminal, the baker-father, the
'barbarians', in action not words. This marginality continually evades language,
challenges governance, and while History neglects to record the marginalised, their
acts continue, an analogous-to-language repetition-change interaction of

'nomadology":

It is not in terms of independence, but of co-existence and competition in a
perpetual field of interaction, that we must conceive of exteriority and
interiority, war machines and metamorphosis and State apparatuses of
identity, bands and kingdoms, megamachines and empires. The same field
circumscribes its interiority in States, but describes its exteriority in what
escapes States or stands against States.2

I will be discussing the threat of the margin, its figuration as pollutant, and
eloquence's attempt to 'fill' its defining absence, in my chapter on The Blasphemers’
Banquet; as, in the sonnets, Harrison records the subversive ineloquence of the
'voiceless', the acts of the minorities can be articulated in his video oeuvre.
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3.4.2 JOE

So much for the dumb, 'uncle Harry'. As for Joe the stammerer, his failure to
engage in the language-system serves as an agonizing metaphor for the struggle to
communicate. While dumbness has its own eloquence in silence's flawlessness, the
stutterer is forever frozen in attempted expression, captured in a series of starts that
never achieve completion; meaning is set out for, only to be curtailed mid-thought,
stammered sounds repeat themselves perfectly in a temporal lock-groove and the
original, half-said idea disappears in this uniquely unvarying (unsignifying) form of
repetition. Not the content, but the structure of language is demonstrated,
communication disintegrates into phonic bites, leaving only lectonic traces?!,
movements mocking desire, the body's drive, the will to express. These meaning-
less units do express, then, saying more in their punctuated staccato meta-language
about ex-pression than could be encapsulated in mere eloquence.

The history of individual struggle to force meaning to emerge against its repeated
suppression gives the utterance a perlocutionary force beyond semantics. This force
is delivered in an urgency, a power that arrests listeners, captivating them in their
wait for the suspended meaning to re-emerge, completed; what is uttered has added
weight, a seriousness of intent, as it demonstrates its cost to the individual as it
emerges from him. Eloquence's ease connotes sophistry, a preformedness,
unoriginal recitation that performs an entry into available ideas; it convinces
superficially, 'thetorically', without the presence implicit in the stutterer's 'speech-
act'.

This connection between the stammer and life-force is explicated in "Study". The
silence of the 'best' room in a house is broken only for emergencies, formal
occasions that utilise its reigning silence's propre gravitas, and the dying. The
stammerer fights for life here, seeks to cut through the thickening silence:

Uncle Joe came here to die. His gaping jaws
once plugged in to the power of his stammer
patterned the stuck plosive without pause
like a d-d-damascener's hammer.

The qualification of the ambiguous temporal adjunct 'once' discusses the arrest of
time, dividing around possibilities: the 'once' refers to a past in which the stutterer,
no longer 'plugged in', signalled his acquiescence by his silence; the struggle to
emerge in language abandoned, he joins uncle Harry in the real silence of real
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history.  Alternatively, 'once' Joe has started a stammer he suspends time, 'stuck
[...] without pause', cheating death, which is infinitely deferred via the power of his
involuntary drive, dying and not-dying even as the poem itself defers its meaning via
the stammered foot, 'd-d-damascener's', the mimetic force continuing to signify as
meaningfulness ceases, is held immobile.

This paradoxically catalytic influence of impediment is further analysed in "Self
Justification", appropriated in the act-of-will of breaking through barriers. This
appropriation becomes important to Harrison's poetry, his articulation of the
impetus of desire; constraining limits provide the means to achieve a concretized,
prefigured Otherness.

Me a poet! My daughter with maimed limb

became a more than tolerable sprinter.

And uncle Joe. Impediment spurred him,
the worst stammerer I've known, to be a printer. (1.1-4)

The affirmatory breaching of the supplement's negativity is enacted, as the self-
defining lack becomes the means of forging identity, encompassing the deficit and
nurturing its signatory absence as the possibility of expansion. That which was
'wanting' becomes supplied®?, so it overflows the boundaries of the originary space
which remains as a corollary to its completion, an ‘against' that is contained in the
individual who has taken it as a spur, a goad:

It seems right that uncle Joe, 'b-buckshee
from the works', supplied those scribble pads
on which I stammered my first poetry

that made me seem a cissy to the lads.

Their aggro toward me, my need of them (1.9-13)
The possibility of being a lame sprinter, an inarticulate poet, of being at once 'a' and
'not ', fills the sign with an enabling plenitude that overcompensates for residual
weakness, creating a strength of self-presence.

Again the Meaning/Being division is enacted between the sonnet's 'I' and stammerer
Joe. Excluded physically from the stream of language, continued partial entry is
overcome by the mastery of language's textual field. Language ceases to be self-
expression, as the Self repeatedly fails to be born, to 'go forth', in Husserl's
formulation of identity-in-language?’. Instead, words become fetishized as the icon
for 'limit', for human boundedness, and in what is a vicarious mastery, therefore, Joe
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symbolically transcends this limit while ever he performs his daily, working,
struggle. Language remains for Joe, then, a system - extrinsic to him, but
experienced by the stammering interjections into it of his ‘handsetting' - of
eloquence, of completeness, of mastery. That which he succeeds in expressing is
definitively not his 'self. Rather, he is concretizing other peoples' words,
recognising the meaning of entry into language but never performing it 'for himself..
Because his inability to express with ease is physical, his act of aufhebung?* is
likewise tangible, tied to the lifeworld, to Being. He 'is' what he cannot 'mean'.

He handset type much faster than he spoke.
Those cruel consonants, ms, ps, and bs

on which his jaws and spirit almost broke
flicked into order with sadistic ease.

Language is the 'breaking' point, physical and spiritual, the border where the self
struggles to emerge. As this breaking out is blocked and a limit imposed, self-
definition is likewise curtailed, Joe is continually tagged as 'stammerer’, his failure
constantly defines him in language (the power of the name)?’, and #rough his own
language's arrest and his subsequent obsession to master it; he is arrested at
'becoming’'.

Harrison's individuation in writing, his achieval of eloquence, spurred by its having
been withheld from his heredity and environment, is shown in the sonnet sequence
to be a Joss of individuality, of a 'Being' self, but for Joe the "others
maintains the promise of completeness, an illusory quality that dazzles those outside
its parameters. This can be seen via the anthropomorphicization of the letters as

printed word

'cruel', their domination a battle to maintain 'order’; as much as "The
Rhubarbarians" History, its law that we must agree to or be silenced by, language is
a rule-governed universe where textual fascism is the price of lack of vocal

expression.

This stammering at the point of linguistic production is mirrored in Harrison's
attempt to express his selfhood. The poet's 'self has been gained through the
attainment of 'eloquence' (his logocentric schooling), and finding the words (unlike
Joe) but not the voice, the adequate form of expression. This is the problem which
haunts the body of his poetry, but as a dynamic, a muscular pull away from occupied
conventions, investing it with a strength and suppleness as the lack is explored,
exploited as the propre site of an identity. Framed by eloquence, the poem is a
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gesture towards Joe and Harry's structural breakdown of its surrounding, originating
conventions; they are specific absences in language, which Harrison is the
movement to fill.

This tension is captured in the final pair of couplets of "Self Justification" :

Their aggro towards me, my need of them 's
what keeps my would-be mobile tongue still tied -

aggression, struggle, loss, blank printer's ems
by which all eloquence gets justified.

The energizing dynamic keeps expression poised, breaching eloquence and
overreaching it in an aggressive act of overdetermination. The acquisition of
eloquence presents Harrison with the possibility to disappear into language's stream,
to efface his 'self in the form and contours of rhetorical anonymity, but the pull of
heredity places a constant demand on the need to express, to convey meaning about
and for those excluded. The formalism is continually pressured to fill new
boundaries; new sonnet-forms must be coined. It is the impossibility of this task
that keeps Harrison ‘tongue..tied', his writing-tongue's newfound mobility (derived
via social mobility) captured, in a mimesis of his uncle's arrest, formalised in the
halting of the final line's flow by a novel 'concrete poetry', which in turn breaks its
'meaningful' bounds, re-calling the printer's Being, words-as-materials. Silence
emerges as the new, intrusive sound we must give the ems surrounding 'eloquence’;
Joe's presence invokes Harry's (interdependent syntagma, like the purity and filth
originating 7he Blasphemers’' Banquet), the wordless expression of the omitted,
excluded. The struggle for expression is inevitably captured and bound by form, but
the drives it seeks to convey Yustify' this formalisation; the line that describes its
own typesetting enters an enlarged economy, one of discourse with the printer, in
which the poem, like the order ‘justify, contains its own governance, This is the
movement that will characterise Harrison's TV and theatre works, an invaginated
preface?é containing its addressees and telling them what they are to do with the
work.

3.5 THE TABOO OF ELOQUENCE

Having 'become' a poet as performative speech act - 'Me a poet!" (the constative
declared in the act and so challenging contestation, even by his own mockery)
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Harrison goes on to unfold the tenuousness of his claim. There is no role, area,
Being, that he can occupy, no bounded space to inhabit. Poetry makes a wider
space on the inside than it seeks from its external projection of closure. Only in
gaining classical structures does it become possible to realise their limitations; their
boundaries function as boundaries to be traversed.

Yet, for the oral community poetry presents itself as a controlled space exceeding
the individual, as a translation of the personal into flawless beauty, an icon of purity
that outlasts and outvalues that which it reflects, holding itself apart, aloof2’. This
notion takes the Romantic power of beauty and the Classical effacement of the
subject to their extremes in a way perhaps unimaginable to a classically educated
person who, whilst admiring them, reduces poetic vehicles to artistry and
construction. Poetry can seem an impenetrable hermeneutic aesthetic that speaks in
a parallel language but discloses no ‘Meaning'. In mastering the classical forms, the
eloquence of the sonnet, Harrison is left with the realisation that there was, and is,
poetry in the struggle for expression in all language, not merely the selfconsciously
crafted. In the rupture, breakdown of restricted-code speech, meaning emerges by
demonstrating the inadequacies of the form it attempts to harness as vehicle. Yet in
understanding that language effaces being, swallows the individual utterance into a
web of iterations that speak themselves through the mass voice of the already
spoken, the drive towards univocality is subverted. The individual can only seek to
signify via difference, in the gaps of what is being said.

The consciousness of this limitation lends unease to the explicit inclusion of 'poet’

into Harrison's genealogical set:

butcher, publican, and baker, now me, bard
adding poetry to their beef, beer and bread 28

As though 'poet' could ever be the link to self-identity in the same way other, more
traditional, working-class occupations have been. If in the materiality Harrison has
confirmed in his poetry - its concreteness as sociocritical document and in the
literary-critical sense - he has confirmed also a 'working' role for himself - not
occupying a form but ‘'working' on it, a wise apprentice to his uncles - in the end the
poetry acts more as a designation of statelessness than of a state, a Being, it is a
work specifically without an author. Yet to his family and old community, the
power of naming means a control, a skill with ones materials (as with dough for the

designated 'baker') that could never, in fact, be claimed for this most intangible of
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occupations.

3.6 UNBUILDING "BLOCKS": POETRY BECOMING (AUTOANALYSIS) BEFORE
ELOQUENCE

The failure of language when it is needed to express the personal, when the poet's
vocation would be propre to his community, is linked (in "Blocks") to the failure of
working-class families to even attempt to express emotion. The social norm to
repress feelings, leave things 'unsaid' both through a need to portray 'strength' and
hide vulnerability, and because of the unease with language, has left Harrison an
inheritance beyond both the epigrammatic riddle's solutions (‘apprenticeship' and
heredity’): a psychoanalytic need to exorcise pent-up emotions, the last acquisition
of which the self can become aware. The desire to break out from social
restriction, confront the 'taboo’, creates contingent difficulties, as the emergent poet
has no means of expressing what was hitherto inexpressible by virtue of its eternal
repression beneath language:

A droning vicar bores the congregation

[...]

All the family round me start to sob.

For all my years of Latin and of Greek

they'd never seen the point of 'for a job!,

I'm not prepared to stand up now and speak. (11.1,5-8)

'Prepared' resonates with personal, social and psychological meanings, as the poet is
surrounded by both misused eloquence and wordless grief.

In moving from his community's stoic silence to the self-examining 'chattering
classes', the embarrassment of feeling deep emotion should be relieved by available
autoanalytic forms. However, in Harrison's case they do not have a referential
vocabulary; the now-clichéd neologisms of analysis would not communicate
successfully across the education-barrier between Harrison and his parents, being
largely bereft of relevance in their constant iteration of a mutual, group identity.
Nor can Harrison speak the language he 'used to', which specifically omits such
concepts and areas, 'speaks' emotion through silence, gesture, act, spiritual empathy
that breaks through the ache of pent emotion to touch another, the Other, in a resort

to semiotic drive??,

This double linguistic disablement prevents speech at the 'event' via the poet's need
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to make language oversignify - at the funeral of his mother, his speech is returned to
silence, the inability to deliver the oration performs as a regression to the dumbness
of his 'parent(s)’ community, the shock of the personal loss (and unrepaid debt: 'the
poetry [...] that began, when her lap was warm, with ABC', 11.11-12) re-forging the
mute bonds that tied individual to group as their now physical separation is

enforced.

[...] misquotes Ecclesiastes Chapter 3.
If anyone should deliver an oration
it should be me, her son, in poetry. (1.2-4)

Coupled with this psychological re-identification is the situational relevance of
Harrison's lack of 'faith' in the power of words to 'act. To oral communities
steeped in superstition and belief, the unbearable emotions of life and death are
eased by a set text which orders existence and formalizes events; for his family,
the biblical references, even ‘misquoted’, serve as a marker of transition - the dead
are separated, living can go on. The power of words to have a 'rightness’, a fitness,
is evidenced by the massed release of emotion as the truisms appropriate personal
significance, 'All the family round me start to sob' (11.3-5).

Because the high style of the biblical language is unfamiliar, outside the secular
lifeworld they for the most part inhabit, its contextual and textual sonority create
space for individual projection of relevance, it expropriates their significances. They
attach to this particular person the ‘universal truth!, that 'unites' in its universality
beneath the consciousness of individual interpretations. The oral-communal truisms
(A4 time to0 ...") bring the family together in their collective identity, and the ‘foreign’
words are subconsciously linked with fitness to describe the unknown. Speaking
from beyond the abyss, these words are allocated the possibility of discussing what
their audience would never discuss, making death a little less frightening in that it is
not inherently 'beyond, it is comprehended by those vested with the (linguistic)
power to comprehend it. It is precisely the naiveté of their belief in the power of
language to say 'serious' things of practical relevance that makes possible this act of
closure. As with their designation of Harrison as 'poet', for the linguistically
'restricted' class, selecting the vicar to speak the 'oration' here constitutes silent
consent to a form of ordinance, that some form of authority can express the

unspeakable.

This satisfaction, that all that ‘needs' to be said has been said, is unavailable to the
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poet, for whom the power of the bible as mystical text is lost with the mastery of the
language it hides in, and in this reduction of totem to text, the anger at not having
access to this 'faith' (Christianity and language sutured as theocentricism) is
compounded in its failure of presentation, the 'droning...misquot[ing]' vicar making a
mockery even of the orthodoxy of the high church ritualism, reducing it in effect to
the 'job' that Harrison continually resists with Ais eloquence in poetry.

The pull of the tired verses evoke Harrison's first steps in language at his mother's
knee; the nursery rhymes that link generation with generation are the verses that
begin life-in-language - the same textual pattern running through all heads at the
threshold of existence - as the bible contains those that end it. In 'a time 10' return
thoughts to ‘origins', death, the linguistic and the maternal are closely tied. Despite
the subsequent individuation that lead Harrison away from his family, nostalgia for
childhood kindles the desire for a return to the language of phenomenological
consistency. Structural effacement in language links too closely with the death of
the particular subject, his mother, loss of life and of language resonate together and
only by overcoming the 'blocks' that hold expression back can both mother and
voice be somehow returned. The pressure to display his erudition in a gesture that
repays the support of a mother who enabled him to reach this point is symbolic of
the expectations of his community. Yet were he to do so, he would 'lose' his mother
afresh, she would disappear into the given structures of language. To 'deliver an
oration [...] in poetry' would be for Harrison to perform the loss of the uniqueness of
his mother's being; his grief would be translated into poetry's available age-old
platitudes, that would mock the actual primitive, raw emotion that, if it is to
maintain its authenticity, must evade expression, except in a form-less cry?3°.

It is later, in the re-forming of the experience after crying and the platitudinous
clichés of King-James-edition eloquence, that the 'blocks' begin to be moved. In the
a-posteriori performance of the poem, emotional barriers can be scaled and a new
re-appropriation of language, mimicking the child's exploration of words via building
bricks (‘blocks'), can deconstruct the acquired formulas that Harrison was involved
in, in the church, in a bid to communicate retrospectively. It is too 'late’ to say
farewell, and the text can ultimately only contain the mother as that part of the son
he is now realising she 'built'; it is this mother, stripped of the universal that the
bible-reading and her culture have buried her with, who is internalized, re-written as

acknowledged provider of the language of his individuation, producer of the feelings
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that allow the poem to exist. As his mother's subjectivity, by contrast, is therefore
never actualised (nor is it anywhere in the sonnet sequence), Harrison avoids her
misrepresentation and loss (unlike his father who is actively chased through
language). Rather, shot-through with this overwhelming indebtedness to his mother
for the poet's humanity and its association with words, the sonnets become a
confessional dialogue, performed in tribute, her presence informing the text that
encircles 'her'. The psychology of his associations explicated, Harrison makes a gift
of his language to the one who first joined giving and language.

This treatment of his mother can be clarified "Timer's" more direct treatment of her
death still presenting only her extrinsic details; clothes, discarded language, and
ashes. His family lived in a material world, as I have shown, and so the poet, who
'signs for' them in language, realizes them in the text via indexical items, their propre
milieu. Elsewhere, Harrison has demonstrated the significance of his uncle's
printer's type and his father's cloth cap and brilliantine, here,

I signed for the parcelled clothing as the son,

the cardy, apron, pants, bra, dress - (1.9-10)
The details are intimate, but detachable, evoking a solid background image, but

leaving the personal realm unspoken.

In explicit contrast, Harrison is present only as voice, his extrinsic, personal
property; he appears as a continuous, fully-formed consciousness that comments on
his past, his family life, his feelings, but never enters the sonnets as physical
character in the way his family does. It is this selfconscious critical distance that
provides the means of reading the impact of linguistic division in the relationships
discussed - Harrison is only language, his family only concretions - as the two halves
never directly engage in the poems any more than they do in the writing of the
poems.

The personal cost of the irreconcilability of the two types of speech, the two
opposing conceptions of the function of language, is most clearly discussed in
"Book Ends I & II", where his father's expectations are most clearly delineated, the
familial pressure placed on the son to 'perform' marking the strain Harrison's
unconventional profession places on a relationship traditionally built upon
continuity, and the manly fraternity of labour (physical, not 'sedentary' 'toil'). As the
unfamiliarity of Harrison's milieu leaves an unbridgable distance between father and
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son, the aggression of insecurity aggravates the typical competitive relationship. No
common ground for empathy, the death of Harrison's mother leaves the two men
with no point of mediation; the breakdown of language results inevitably in an
uncompanionable silence:

Back in our silences and sullen looks,
for all the Scotch we drink, what 's still between 's
not the thirty or so years, but books, books, books.
("Book Ends I",11.14-16)

The traditional taciturnity of Northern working-class males cannot be broken in time
of need; the lack of communication is expressed in 'silences', the plural
disseminating not only occasions but participants. Each is not saying something in a
different way; the shared Scotch doesn't lead to a fumbling towards expression,
towards bonding, precisely because Harrison seems in his father's eyes to possess
the capability of saying what he himself (Harrison, too, if he could but communicate
it to his father) feels unable to, and this resentment grows over a lifetime of being
silenced and never finding release when it is most needed.

This unspoken-unspeaking barrier is challenged in the second sonnet, as the 'clumsy
talker' expels his bitterness in an attack on the son he believes could speak, provide
the lack of eloquence, overcome the deficit, but wont. The derisory comments leave
the frame of the artefact, taunting the text speaker, Harrison-now, challenging him
again to express 'properly', formally, what his father could not. The thwarted desire
to pay tribute to his dead wife emphasises the father's double lack, of his eloquence
and his son's; the searched-for completeness is withheld, the comfort of knowing
that his wife had a 'proper send off' rests in the filling of a/l the necessary formalities,
achieving a respectable closure, and thereby ensuring dignity in grief. The beliefin a
‘correct’ form, the possibility of words to have a single unitary, undisseminable
meaning, and of choosing the '‘one' word with the 'one’, 'true’ meaning that accurately

expresses an intangible concept is contained in the sarcastic taunt:

You're supposed to be the bright boy at description
and you can't tell them what the fuck to put!
("Book Ends IT", 11.11-12)

As if writing were just 'description’, words adequate to every subject; as if a person
might be described by language in such a manner that the words evoked them,
uniquely, and faithfully, if only one studied hard enough, as the erudite 'bright boy'
poet ostensibly has. If the father's language-abilities prove inadequate to
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encapsulate his deepest feelings, he is realizing the truth of the situation, however
unconsciously; that he cannot immortalize his wife within the stone's inscription,
and the unfamiliar forms he stumbles to assemble serve simply to mark the passing
of his wife 'beyond' him, a final loss, his 'Flo' becoming irretrievably separated in the
formalism of 'beloved'. His 'clumsy' calls for language reflect a desperation that
language as such cannot supply the loss of the individual subject, that the tablet of
stone cannot live:

There's scarcely room to carve the FLORENCE on it?! -
("Book Ends II", line 2)

In effect, Harrison's father is reaching for a vocabulary of emotion that fossilizes,
that turns-to-stone, its antiquated sombreness enforcing a separation that transposes
human love and loss into a finite remote concretization.

It is against fhis that he is railing, demanding beyond this language that his son
provide the language that will revive his lost wife, make her live as poetry is said to
make its subjects live. He has, so far in the sequence, been portrayed as unable to
comprehend what he is now offered as unwilling to accept; that language divides,
separates, effaces. The failure of Harrison to perform linguistic alchemy separates
father and son, as the refusal to act for his father is misunderstood (inevitably or
purposefully) as refusing him the possibility of restitution, leaving Harrison to cope
with the double isolation - emotional and linguistic:

I've got to find the right words on my own.
The differential readings of 'got to', acknowledge a resignedness that he is outside
the family unit that normally binds people in times of grief, sharing platitudes and
generalities that evoke a reassuring collective ethos; he is forced to achieve a similar
means of expression alone, unsupported. But more strongly, 'got to' marks a will to
separate, expresses the need to therefore be bound by no language restrictions, not
to compromise by occupying an empty form to satisfy those who do not know the
self- and subject- effacing consequences of so doing.

The crux of the sonnet lies in Harrison's celebration of his father's linguistic 'failure’,
his 'clumsy' phrases that have groped for a dignified way to express his love and
hurt, that have formally been kept unsaid, publicly. It is in his father's breakdown of
language, the naive mixture of styles, phrases, registers, that true significance
emerges - the will-to-express bursts through the gaps where the form wasn't tight
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enough to restrain. Where the poet's eloquence has been characterised by reduction
to forms (‘has been', because now, in forming this sonnet, Harrison overspills
sonnet-restrictions), by conciseness, his ineloquent father's love finds form in
overspilling conventions of cohesion, originality, spelling:

I've got the envelope that he'd been scrawling,
mis-spelt, mawkish, stylistically appalling
but I can't squeeze more love onto their stone. (1.14-16)

The act, the drive to actually use language when it has for so long been a hindrance,
demonstrates the force of emotion more strongly than eloquence could: in the scene
of the poem, Harrison is left bound by his learning, unable to either harness his own
emotion in a gesture of overcoming or to reduce his feelings to the impersonality of
the 'proper' forms. This is the way in which the entire sonnet sequence serves as this
overcoming, or rupture; the form is always being challenged by its content, the
right words' lie not in simple vocabulary but in the enacted tensions of different
language types. The sonnets are never free of the problematic of the ineloquents'
inexpressibility, and so mark its presence as the unspoken centre of the text, the
thing that is said by being highlighted as not being (capable of being) said.

3.7 FACING PROPRE DIFFERENCE: THE "FIRE-EATER" AND 'OWN' VOICES

Harrison's awareness of 'deceit' at the realization of the impossibility of occupying
the role his parents conceive in 'poet’ (or at least his understanding things differently
without being able to explain the misconception, realizing the misconception lies in
differing language-uses) structures "Fire-eater”. Here the form of his father's speech
is metaphorically represented as a conjured string of scarves hauled from his gut.
The crux of the image lies not simply in the awe Harrison felt at the array of
language dragged out from deep inside his being, but the fact that it was not illusion.
What Barthes calls the punctum3? of the act-as-act is that it makes the audience - in
this poem's evocative term - 'gag' at what they feel is happening at the same time as
they are aware that it is only representation. Harrison's father really was dragging
his soul forth in an attempt to express the stuff of his being, an effort of will that
reduces 'eloquence' to the base trickery of the 'professional' magician who has
nothing 'inside' - it comes merely, easily, from the mouth, impressing only with its
'silken’ ease:

Coarser stuff than silk they hauled up grammar
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knotted together deep down in their gut.

Theirs are the acts I nerve myself to follow
I'm the clown sent in to clear the ring.

Harrison's father attempts the impossible, to replicate illusion as actuality, to
produce 'Being' in the forms of 'Meaning', in language that only allows signification
in the negation of self-expression: the material of his vocabulary is 'coarser’,
rougher than the 'smoorh' mimeticized 'original'. This attempt to chase down the
Platonic ideal' in the belief that it is attainable, and is in fact possessed by those
whose life is spent creating the illusion of having captured it, in their mastery of
eloquence, is symptomatic, for Harrison, of the tragedy of the oral community's
view of poetry, of his father's view of him.

Poet-Harrison is again the child, immobilised by this knowledge in his poeticizing, as
he was when standing in horrified admiration as language's 'trick' was attempted as a
reality. An 'act' that breaches the limits through ingenuousness is impossible 'to
follow' demanding a corresponding degree of commitment, of 'being present' to ones
'act'. Harrison faces the choice of acting with the ease of the original conjurer and
so insulting the authenticity of his heredity, or to likewise attempt to say the
unsayable but differing/being separated from his heredity in having no true belief in
this act. He must emerge in the poem as turning between these choices, facing them
both from his transitory position for which their is no adequation in either language.

In effect, he must achieve a post-eloquence by eloquently portraying his position as
pre-eloquent; he defamiliarizes the 'tongue-tied' poet who featured in but
nonetheless produced "Self Justification", developing and revivifying the figure of
the tied tongue as one of succession, of descendence (the riddle does not 'decide’
whether the poet learns from or descends from Joe and Harry, pointing to the
unravellable aetiological strands of Harrison's personal and sociocultural
indebtedness):

Theirs are the tongues of fire I'm forced to swallow

then bring back knotted, one continuous string

igniting long-pent silences,
Harrison is a fire-eater, downing the 'tongues of fire', as their 'lost' voices re-occur in
the sonnet text, attached to, dragging behind, and articulating his own. Having first
separated from his background-language, as the 'conjurer', he re-internalizes it,

swallows it as memory, which becomes the system of consciousness of origins and
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their infinite recession, the conscious appropriation in the poetry of the echoes of
voices that would conventionally inform it from the poet's unconscious33. The
nature of Harrison's descendency of voices, I have shown, do not allow them this
casual, invisible, conventional intrusion; they are too 'other' to poetry itself. So he
assimilates them forcibly - a force that speaks in violent images of conjunction -
invaginating with the magician's careful technique significant silences and
transgressive stammers that hurt his 'vocal cords'. The evident pain of his poetry's
broken forms is their propre, constant reminder that what this magician produces is
not the smooth silk of metaphor but the 'real', abrasive silk of experience.

From the classical form of the sonnet to its grammatical, phonetic or typographic
rupture, from the eloquence that emerges to the body from which it emerges, he is
involved in a constant turning-in that the poetry involves the reader in, the
'scorches’, the stuttered attempts, the ungrammatical half-said statements, and the
silence of frustration, are all found within and brought out from what would silence
them, a poet.

[...] bring back knotted, one continuous string
igniting long pent silences, and going back

to Adam fumbling with Creation's names.

3.8 CONCLUSION: "THE QUEEN'S ENGLISH" AND PARTING CONNECTING

"The Queen's English" provides a sort of final compromise between the two warring
factions of eloquence and the silenced. Significantly, this sonnet and it's 'twin'
"Book Ends" each open with a shared meal between Harrison and his father, with
the symbolic language of food. These openings operate as citations of the non-
verbal communicative strategies of working-class families, refer to the 'original' link
with nurture, sustenance. It has been contained in 'that last apple pie' of the
suddenly-departed mother in "Book Ends", a final sharing of the taste of the
emotional 'milk' that bound the family together by those left bereft in an act of
bonding.

Here the 'Last meal together' again marks a threshold, emotionally and physically.

Last meal together, Leeds, the Queen's Hotel,
that grandish pile of swank in City Square.

Too posh for me! he said (though he dressed well)
If you weren't wi' me now ah'd nivver dare!
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I knew that he'd decided that he'd die (1.1-5)

The food/provider idiolect has progressed from the domestic to the urban, and with
this the balance of power between father and son has shifted, from the aggression
towards Harrison's foreign 'occupation’, to a kind of dependency, expressed by the
self deprecatory 'If you weren't wi' me now ah'd niver dare!' The earlier
belligerence and 'centeredness' that characterized the Harrison ancestry is
destabalized in the bewildering changes in modern society, and replaced with a sense
of inadequacy outside the familiar environment. The dismissive 'too posh', that
keeps the lifestyles of Leeds people running on their demarcated class-lines, contains
unfounded inferiority, the sense of being 'out-classed’, despite no actual, material
differentiation. The boundaries being taught and internalized, his own, makes their
transgression more of a violation than if they had been simply physical, breachable
by a change of dress. The transgression is, he acknowledges, made possible only
because his son has made a path first, challenged the taboo.

It is in the context of the meal, the tacit admission of Harrison's success as a son (he
has made it out of his father's provision), that other barriers can now be dropped.
The non-verbal attempts to say last good-byes without admitting that this is what is
taking place all centre on the loosening of boundaries. 'Lingering' in the bar instead
of 'getting off' points to an awkwardness, a postponement, of something waiting-to-
be-said, but never-to-be-spoken; it is silence in the poem that again signals the
communication of the incommunicable via the situation, the slightly increased body
contact, minimal units of difference, in which the silence has arisen. In a universe
tightly demarcated by its propre gestures, their increments achieve a
disproportionate significance, never collapsing, freeing emotion (to be 'cissy' now
would be unthinkable); moving towards, instead of the more usual away, is a
gesture of concealment that hides less, a way of 'not saying' a single thing - the

decision to die - rather than not saying everything..

These signs are made explicit in his father's gift, ‘Poems from the Yorkshire Dales',
its token signalling a truce with Harrison's 'identity'. It is a touching attempt to leave
his son with a ‘fitting' momento, something he can understand in his life of words
and eloquence, meshing his past and present. The one with 'no time' for 'good reads"
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signals their division in an act that is supposed to draw them closer. The hopeless
formulism of the crass dialect poems, fossilizing language in the way Harrison fights
to avoid, that would have been an easy option for him so many times in the incidents
of these sonnets, demonstrates the wealth of misunderstanding that lies between
them, his father's final failure to find an identity in language captured in the plea for
remembrance (linked in kind to the desire for his wife to be remembered, or refound,
in oratory and epitaph) on their terms. "[O]w us gaffers used to talk"™ already
marks him as dead, as past. Unaware of his specific role, and his wife's, and his
brothers', in vitalizing his son's poetry beyond that of the book he 'picked up', his
'used to' passes on the line, the language, to Harrison to continue, to 'remember' in

his apparently discontinuous, new verses.

His acknowledgement that the old ways are lost, in Leeds as much as in his son's
poetry, is compounded by his identification with the pastiche of dialect. The
polyglot Northern', more familiar than Standard English, marks his projected
otherness at last into a language that defines itself by not being the formal eloquence
he spent his life failing to achieve. But it is the failure to be able to apprehend a
textural corollary which marks his (and his linguistic peers') entirely separate
perception of language and what it structurally enables - and limits.

Not only does the giving-act's concretization of his father's view of language
ultimately leave Harrison with the knowledge that his father never understood what
he was working for, with, towards, but this giving-as-separation gives his struggle
for expression an added impetus, urgency: there existed no book that his father
could have given to accurately satisfy the parameters of its implied token. It is this
lack which made Harrison the voice that struggled to supply the need, taking the
emptiness of his own unsatisfied communications and forging a language that
discusses the ideas he lost in gaining language, the lost emotions of his forefathers'
Being, and pointing the way for others.

The final line of the sonnet, quoting from his gift:

wi' skill they putten wuds reet i’ his mouth.
encapsulates for the poet the entire problematic - how to give a voice without
translating and effacing the subject in the process. The 'skill' with which one can
'speak’ for another is the question that has pervaded the sonnet sequence; the
demands from the family to use the skill to make up for their lack of language-
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precision and efface their trace from what they say, the putative positive-loading the
quotation carries for such a sanctified view of language, is one that Harrison has to
override. The poet's father could never understand how his own words had value,
force, meaning, and the son is left with the task of taking the 'wuds' back out again,
freeing the unspoken discourse from even this specious formalization, this cliché of
Northernness, and evading the closure that destroys subjectivity. Through poetry,
Harrison is, in "from The School of Eloquence", rediscovering his family via the
positive engaging of the power of the signifier, and in so doing, is beginning to
Create the conditions of his own subjectivity in uniting the two disparate spheres -
of eloquence, ‘Meaning' and gesture, 'Being'.

3.9 AFTERWORD: THE MAN'S PAST AND THE POET'S TEST OF ELOQUENCE

This use of poetry as a vehicle for finding self-expression rather than achieving it, is
defended in "Confessional Poetry", where Harrison justifies his degree of self/family
textualization against an alter-ego that challenges his precepts in a way that his
family never could:

But your father was a simple working man,
they'll say, and didn't speak in those full rhymes.
His words when they came would scarcely scan.

Mi dad's did scan, like yours do, many times! (1.5-8)

This alter-ego is his 'eloquent' scholar-half, questioning via a self-examining
regulatory schism the representational, non-linguistic half.  The fallacy of
referentiality is attacked, as textual determinacy is shown to be misleading, to use a
dual signification that blurs what it apparently seeks to describe. While this is an
inevitable consequence of translating phenomena into signifiers, the questioner
demands how knowing this can be squared with the aim to be textually 'sincere’, as
the writer/artist must properly know that the 'truth' of his poetry is always a
fictionalization of the reality from which it is drawn. How does Harrison's mode of
representation go any further towards dealing with this problematic, for if it isn't
adequately addressed, then his 'art' is as formally-bound and 'empty’ as the structures
he refuses to occupy in so many of the sonnet-debates between him and his family?

This is answered in part by the assumption that informs the question,

Does knowing it's himself beneath the paint
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make the Rembrandts truer or less true? (11.3-4)
The answer lies 'beneath' the surface.

It would be a misrepresentation to see the textualizations as concealed hermeneutic,
or even in terms of a transcendental signifier - the question is one of the fabric of
language. The text portrays a person painted, written, so the truth lies not in the
accuracy of the representation but in the manner in which they are transformed. So
the poet in his text says - in these sonnets 'linguistically’, about the philosophy of
their language - something about their being, whilst accepting it remains text and so
using it to the full extent of its properties.

This must involve some form of re-writing, re-presentation, but what is true is the
truth of the given media. The risks, and consequences, and offensiveness, of loss-
of-subject, discussed above, are, then, more grave if - as with Harrison's forbears -
the subject did not reside, was not originally lost, in language in the way that the
poet is. Through the nature and restrictedness of their (once-)shared philosophy of
language, Harrison could not have originally misunderstood his family, so he knows
what is at stake in subjecting them to structures that 'lose' all referents, to
dissemination, to structures that are designed for the reformalization of those, like
him, already lost, by virtue of their everyday eloquence. This is Harrison's original
defence, that is, against the accusation of depersonalisation that will recur
throughout this thesis, that what is lost in his subjects is no more than must be lost in
the transference-to-language, and that what survives does so because it has already,
originally survived in him, the poet inheriting it.

So the accusation of translating his father's speech into ‘full rhymes' and scanning, is
justified in so far as it takes a version of reality within the boundaries of the form,
the time when the speech did scan, though not with the regular stresses, perhaps.
Harrison's boyish retort is, then, a defence of words of his father that 'leant'
themselves to eloquence and its system, ones most easily made into textural
corollary, 'belonging' to the textual logic, and marking its division more subtly than
simply failing to cohere with the whole. The textual interrogation forces Harrison
back into boyhood dialect, into the defensive (uz) position, but this disjointed
rejoinder enacts the scansion of his former stammering,

In the end, the lack of Harrison's presence in the same physical sense as his father is
challenged, as creating a one-sidedness, his 'taunts' on the occasion the poem
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describes remaining as the silence, letting the father appear as culpable in his
insensitivity in many of the sonnets. The rejoinder makes explicit the subjectivity
present in the sequence, points to it more perhaps than the shifts-of-register and its
specific absence as described-character have - the admission of guilt at the event is
contained within the poem, its presence marks the unit as a way of 'making up', of
coming to terms with the division and finally being in control of the words that
evaded him at the time. The 'words' of Harrison to his father could not signify in the
same way as his father's, as it was their boundedness, their being-silenced by
language that allowed the conflicts to build. Now the use of the sonnet form as
confessional allows the voice to answer within its own chosen structure, it is
Harrison's propre place to say what he wished he could have said at the time:

We had a bitter quarrel in our cups

and there were words between us, yes,

I'm guilty, and the way I make it up's
in poetry, and that much I confess. (1.13-16)
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'"THE AUTRE THAT JE EST 1S FUCKING YOU'; "J."

4.1 THE PROPRIETY OF DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

The divisions explored by Harrison in "from The School of Eloquence" are the starting
point for his controversial long poem "v.". In this poem, the linguistic barriers which
prevent the social 'underclass' from expressing their anger, so rendering them politically
powerless, are incorporated in the form of an entire personification. The mythical
'skinhead' whom Harrison supposedly met at Beeston cemetery, who articulated the
frustration that led to such vandalism as the Harrison family plot underwent, is re-
created as 'speaking subject’, using Leeds' working class dialectal forms. Instead of
being the voice that ruptures the classical form, as in the sonnet sequence, the skin's
narrative is the catalyst for the entire poem, enfolded into its form, such that it is his
assimilatibility that becomes the issue. Both his ineloquence, which leads to the poem's
symbolic reduction to pure sign, the sprayed 'V' around which Harrison's counter-
narrative, the elegy, is poised, and his aggressive, 'stammering' function as dialogic
persona, recall Harrison's formative 'others' of the sonnet sequence, re-presenting them
as the discontented masses who through unemployment and strikes experience
dispossession, but through the social discrimination of a bad education are unable to

express it linguistically, therefore effectively.

Paradoxically, in order to represent this group, Harrison has to translate their 'voice'
into a form that can be comprehended, such that the presence that is included cannot
be a fully believable (‘dramatic') portrayal of a skin. As with the sonnet sequence,
Harrison uses 'restricted speech code' patterns, and markers of 'orality' to re-create an
archetypal speaking subject, using generic features that signify a generalised class,
attitude, sociological set. Testimony to the accuracy of this undertaking is the breadth
of public outrage upon its televising, its violation of politeness codes which govern
both poetry and broadcasting underlining its success in targeting a voice that has been
socially suppressed. The coarse 'realism', then, the inclusion within art of a 'vulgar'
voice, but not a ‘'real' presence ("v." is not a documentary or a drama, the skin is always
a part of Harrison, as the poem's dénouement reveals) reflected its 'two tier society’,
the punctuating expletives enacting a rejection of the values and mores of the
community that had reared the 'No Future Generation'. Inevitably, though, it was this
language that generated the adverse publicity, and not the social malaise it signified
within the poem and symptomised without.
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As a response to the pre-broadcast criticism, Harrison said:

If we want to debate some of the obscenities in our culture, including the way
graveyards have been outrageously graffitied by four-letter words and
swastikas, we must represent them.

Language of that nature ought not to have been daubed over a grave where my
parents are buried. Iwas appalled and wanted to write about it.!

This statement sums up not simply the justification for the poem, but how and with
what it engages. Although it situates itself within a specific socio-political milieu,
commentating on the miners' strike and the growth of fascist minorities, the poem
ultimately deals again with the appropriability of language, who it represents. While
ostensibly defending the 'representation’ of ‘four-letter words', the key phrase ‘we must
represent them' also refers to their speakers; the cultural 'obscenities' are a way of
inscribing their originators as index of the propre-ly obscene inequalities that give rise
to their expression in graffiti.

This dual agenda highlights the problem of the divided audience, on the one hand
concerned with language, on the other with the act of vandalism and what it implies.
While here Harrison seems to address both, this division, developing Being-acting v.
Meaning-writing from the sonnet sequence, ultimately 'splits' the two representations
of himself, the poet and the alter-ego 'skin'. In 'representing them', the cultural others,
he is bringing them under (linguistic) governance, yet the literarisation necessary to
inset the discourse of his Other within the text conversely makes it elude his control,
the defining characteristic propre to the skin and his community is the refusal to deal
with the society that excludes them, even in this gesture of inclusion. What is literary
in language is im-propre to the skin (as to the 'oral' muslims, in The Blasphemers’
Banquet), and his presence deconstructs it in a perverse testimony to Harrison's
success in evoking him, literature's alter-ego. In writing him, representing him,
Harrison represents the Other he avoided becoming through his classical education, in
an authentic dialogue between self-affirmation/justification and self-destruction, which
degree of interest makes the fictional relationship a psychoanalytic exploration of the
self that has been repressed but that has re-emerged periodically in the sonnets, as an

idealisation, the working-class rebel, fighting from outside, he never was.

This ultimately frames the representation as auto-presentation in the language from
which the poet feels alienated, the stylisation of the skin narrative being a necessary
mimetic ploy that constructs the skin through the person Harrison is now, his gesture
of individuation. The features that make the discourse accessible are those that mark it
as overdetermined, as irrevocably belonging to a speech community other than the one
he is 'representing’, the ostensive project of communicating cross-culturally being in
effect a justification for the manifest inability to re-possess his lost roots, illustrating
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Labov's finding that upwardly mobile people usually lose 'the ability to switch
'downwards' to their original vernacular'.?2 This can be seen in stanza 54, which I cite
in the title of this chapter:

'You piss-artist skinhead cunt, you wouldn't know

and it doesn't fucking matter if you do,

the skin and poet united fucking Rimbaud
but the autre that je est is fucking you.'

The claim to incorporate both halves is accompanied by a tacit admission of its
exploitation, the skin's ignorance of Harrison's project defines him as forever Other,
and in inscribing him within a form that is not propre to him he becomes the property
of the poet, whose move away from his working class background inevitably results in
a form of exploitation in this subsequent re-incorporation. Harrison as fictive autre
not only represents the establishment view in the skin/poet dialogue, but the personal
other; the appropriation of the speech codes places him as the apparent voice of the
working classes, but his distance from them makes the attempted representation a
violation, the undecidability inherent in claiming identification with the skin (‘fucking
you'), and the textualisation process itself metaphorically 'screwing' the socially
alienated in purporting to represent them by a self-interested gesture that grants
Harrison a poetic platform through his vicarious allegiance. 'Fucking you' becomes an
ironic performative carried out within the poem as it frames each of its participants
within an im-propre ideological perspective; in "v.'s" most authentic appropriation of
working-class language, both Harrison and the poet are 'fucked' - ruined, made
impotent, by the(ir) other.

I intend to look at these conflicting aims in the section of the poem where Harrison
actually confronts his Other (stanzas 41 to 68), tracing how the linguistic
'representation’ of the skin, and his ideological self-justification betrays the governance
of Harrison-as-poet, and how Harrison's auto-presentation likewise inscribes his need
to maintain a link with his working-class background, in its divergence from the poetic
persona as narrator. This section carries with it 'oral' encoding patterns; it is
discourse, spoken language, and so its translation to typographic form relies upon the
retention of oral features to free it from the dictates of text. The oral/typographic
divide is a recurring concern in Harrison's work, indeed it prompted the broadcasting
of this poem, to allow access to it by the non-literate communities it represents. This
decision re-situates the poet as voice of a community, making poetry a shared
experience that deals with collective truths, woven from a fabric of common language
and motifs, a reversion which ironically signals Harrison's Classical education; as in
Yan Tan Tethera's learned use of folkoric method, or Medea's re-reading of 'lost'

versions of the myth, he is invoking no longer extant norms - here the Homeric
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tradition - in the characteristic movement of re-positioning that marks his exteriority to

those he represents in retrospectively filling a need, a lack, they do not feel.

4.2 THE TYMPAN: A CONNECTION THAT BETRAYS A DIFFERENCE

The difference between the skin's primary orality and Harrison's re-use of its structures
through its historical preservation as the art of rhetoric serves to bring the two
linguistic codes closer whilst emphasizing the gap in their perceptions of language.
Harrison's 'rewriting' is a self-conscious, text-based 'refinement' of the non-literate
skin's anti-writing, This division has been linked by Ong with Bernstein's codification
of speech communities:

Writing developes codes in a language different from oral codes in the same

language...The restricted linguistic code is evidently largely oral in origin and

use and like oral thought and expression generally operates contextually, close

to the human lifeworld. ..

Bernstein's 'restricted' and 'elaborated' linguistic codes could be re-labeled 'oral-

based' and 'text-based' codes respectively. Olsen (1977) has shown how orality

relegates meaning largely to context whereas writing concentrates meaning in
language itself3

It is around these two poles that the text situates its narrative, the oral marking its
textual framing in italicisation (as in "from The School of Eloquence"), semiotically
signalling its role as 'other' within the printed text, while the video which allows the
utterance freeplay, conversely foregrounds the written, via superimposed graphics

which connote typographic permanence.

The stylized opening of this key section foregrounds the inherent literariness' of
Harrison-as-poet's text, marking his discourse as role governed. It's overt rhetorical
patterning uses rhetorical questions to frame the ensuing debate, and parallel
reiteration, or copia ensures readers/viewers follow its outline, citing antecedent oral
structures, though tending towards amplification, rather than 'restricted code'
redundancy:

What is it that these crude words are revealing?
What is it that this aggro act implies? (stanza 41)

This repetition also allows Harrison to code-switch4, the re-phrasing poses the
question in a subtly different form, its change in register and grammatical subject
targets each audience group, ensuring they are engaged as participant in the ensuing
discourse.  The transformation shifts from focusing on 'crude words...revealing', a
formulation which is destined for a typographic encoding, as the graffiti is seen as
language, a second-order codifying system that needs interpreting, its inability to
directly function as ecriture being vested in its 'crude’ form, connoting ‘ineloquence’, as
well as the more obvious 'vulgarity'. It shifts 7o emphasizing 'aggro act implies', the
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slang coinage harnessing 'restricted code' structures and vocabulary, alliteration fixing
the graphic, language-as-thing icon within a memorable verbal form. The reference to
‘act' enforces Olsen's construction of oral communities' view of language as context-
based action, the graffitied 'United' on the Harrison plot being seen as an act that
'implies’ frustration, in its inability to express concretely, 'eloquently’/consciously, its
underlying causes. This embedded difference shows the perceptual discrepancies
which allow the societal divisions to continue unchallenged, the different registers

serving as 'metaphoric extensions of the 'we'/they' code opposition's.

Such divisions are openly demonstrated in the first skin/poet exchange:

Giving the dead their xenophobic feeling
or just a cri-de-coeur because man dies?

So what's a cri-de-coeur, cunt? Can't you speak
the language that yer mam spoke. Think of 'er!
Can yer only get yer tongue round fucking Greek? (stanzas 41-2)

The poet's (elaborated code) speculation concerning the skin's motivation excludes his
subject's hypothesized community, as the loan words ‘xenophobic' and 'cri-de-coeur’
enact a secondary code-switch, away from the oral, linguistically enacting the
perceptual distance between classes in that the philosophical construction of the ‘act' is
as incomprehensible to the perpetrators as their physical gesture is to the middle
classes. This degree of abstraction, framing the token as universalised type,
attributable to 'man'é, rather than 'vandal is bathetically undercut by the skin's parallel
response, that reduces the rhetorical mode to the particular, 'yer mam’, demonstrating
Ong's observation that:

oral cultures must conceptualise and verbalise all their knowledge with more or
less close reference to the human lifeworld, assimilating the alien objective
world to the more immediate, familiar interaction of human beings.”

Harrison is again inscribing the divergent perceptions of the vandalism, the literary or
educated response is to see the act as part of a socio-psychological pattern, whereas
the actual enactors inevitably perceive each instance in terms of a unique, specific
causality, each nihilistic gesture contextually governed.

This difference can again be partly attributed to the oral/literate divide, the structures
of writing encouraging a logical, syllogistic form of abstract reasoning against the
linear, additive causal attribution of the primary oral®. This distinction is not simply a
question of reading and writing, but of internalising the philosophical structures of
language, such that the impersonality of ecriture provides a measure of critical
distance that forces the individual to experience their splitting from the 'T' of the text,
and so treat language as a structure to signify meaning rather than directly contain it.
Such a conceptualisation is not available to people whose lives centre mainly on
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conversation, derive their information from television and radio, Ong's 'secondary
orality”, and still believe in the possibility of 'saying what they mean'.

This implicit linguistic structuring of the 'written', is shown in "Harrison's" discourse,
the balanced iambic pentameter mimicking elaborated code speech, neatly occupying
its classical poetic vehicle. Its reiteration by the skin ruptures this balance by inserting
an extra stress mid-line, breaking the rhythm and foregrounding the vulgar 'cunt' which
undercuts the conventional poetic diction, its chiming with 'coeur’ emphasizing the
register-switch from 'romantic' French to blunt Anglo-Saxon, again invoking the
historical framing of the poem as suspended between the written and the oral
traditions. This invagination of English oral tradition is marked in the skin's discourse
structure which uses midline division and consonantal alliteration to provide an

alternative rhyming scheme embedded within its (textually) classical form:

So what's a cri-de-coeur, cunt? Can't you speak
the language that yer mam spoke. Think of 'er! (stanza 46)

This diglossic shift is also emphasized in the skin's use of the copular 's' to allow the
opening iambic scansion which mirrors Harrison's metrical form to throw the attention
on its subsequent fragmentation, and the Jexical variance necessary to replicate the
formal 'What is it that...' of Harrison's overtly rhetorical text, stylisation undercut by
stylistic naturalism.

Significantly, Harrison invests his 'alter ego' with the demonstrated power to wound he
attributes to his 'restricted code'-speaking family, the ridiculed pretention of 'learning'
signalled through 'his' discourse's loan-words echoes the taunts of his father in "Book
Ends", and the confession in the sonnet sequence of it being too late to 'bone up' on his
mam's language. The reflexive irony of ostensibly using his 'lost' language to challenge
his typographic-based speech marks the 'skin' narrative as psychologically governed,
the language structures themselves connoting division and conflict which their re-
occupation seeks to assuage. Such overdetermination marks the narrative as literary
construct, the etymological joke of investing a deictic literality in the commonplace
insult 'fucking Greek’, inadvertently referring to the previous stanza's foregrounded
code switch 'xenophobic', before shifting back to the generality of 'all foreign
languages' in the skin's iteration of the French loan, 'cri-de-coeur’. This implicit
interest shadows the entire portrayal of the skin as Other, Harrison's antagonism to his
background informs his representation such that his desire to 'give ungrateful cunts...a
hearing/, is mediated by the need to justify his divorce from their community, to answer
their criticism within the structure of its generation.

This self-justification is a defence against Harrison's appropriation and writing of the
] g pprop g

oral, of which the alter-ego skin indicts him:
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'Listen, cunt! / said, ‘before you start your jeering
the reason why I want this in a book

's to give ungrateful cunts like you a hearing!'

A book, yer stupid cunt, 's not worth a fuck!

'The only reason why I write this poem at all

on yobs like you who do the dirt on death

's to give some higher meaning to your scrawl.'

Don't fucking bother, cunt! Don't waste your breath! (stanzas 57-8)

The rhetorical figures of copia and amplification are once more present in his
reiteration of the argument, but again, the two stanzas constitute a form of code switch
in their repositioning of the subject as 'book' and 'poem’, oral and typographic. The
first framing of the justification specifically addresses the literary establishment, its
textual representation of a reality they would avoid attacks their lack of social
awareness in positing a need for his project, while ostensibly addressing his skin
counterpart. The ideational failure of this exchange as discourse!? is signalled in the
skin's immediate rejection of the proposition, ‘books', being entirely redundant within
the oral communities, serving to enforce the message of cultural disparity to the text
readers themselves who are deriving their information concerning this social group
through a medium that is in no way propre to this group.

The parallel statement in stanza 58, "The only reason why I write this poem at all',
foregrounds 'poem' in its metrical positioning, the diphthong forcing attention to the
change of object. Poetry is a spoken medium within oral communities, from
recitations and rote-learning at school to its continuation of balladeer tradition (in
which Harrison situates himself, giving performances and readings in local pubs and
schools); specific to the poem's historical context, the movement of skin-poets!! who
gave readings of their pblitically-motivated work also informs this perception. This
conceptual shift is echoed in the skin's 'Don't waste your breath!, a refusal to be
represented still, but not a dismissal of the validity of the project inherent in the

previous stanza.

Inherent in these divergent encoding strategies is the notion of the 'book' giving the
vandals a 'hearing', juxtaposed with the writing of the poem, a seeming confusion of
oral and literary markers. However, it is the ability to read a text and constitute a
separate speaking-subject that paradoxically defines a typographically-oriented subject,
and the conception of poetry as act, as a production that links writing with its author-
governed reading that defines the oral,

despite the assumptions of many semiotic structuralists, it was print, and not
writing, that effectively reified the word, and with it, noetic activity.!2

Without the perceived closure of print, the skin is portrayed as conceptualising poetry
as a personal production, rather than an icon belonging to a taboo field, as with 'book".
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Again, the dual interest is apparent in this attempt to communicate with separate
reading/speaking communities, but the claim to give 'higher meaning' to the skin's
'scrawl' points to the gesture of appropriation inherent in Harrison's project: properly,
the meaning must be invested in the skin's act itself, otherwise Harrison is
misrepresenting a group who have no access to any media to defend their portrayal.
This ambiguous phrase iterates the exasperation of the eloquent, typographic speech
communities who dismiss the graffiti as mere desecration, and its insertion at this
juncture, while accurately targeting the discourse he seeks to inhabit, devalues his own
allegiance with the literary classes; the radical stance of articulating an anger that
productively defeats verbal expression, is re-framed as a use of this frustration to
construct a fictional exposition, moving towards Harrison's desire to extrapolate his
'personal' Other, rather than the socio-linguistic construct.

4.2.1 THE SEPARATION OF HISTORIES

Coupled with these dialogic exchanges which frame Harrison's communication with his
viewers/readers in terms of a fictional discourse, are the longer 'personal experience
narratives', which provide separate anecdotal stretches that frame the different speech
communities represented by poet (stanza 57-61) and skin (stanzas 47-51).

4.2.1.1 ANUPBRAIDING: THE SKIN'S 'MONOLOGUE'

The skin's narrative demonstrates Bernstein's classification of 'public' or 'restricted
code' language, as it contains:

a high proportion of short commands, simple statements and questions where
the symbolism is descriptive, tangible, concrete, visual and of a low order of
generality, where the emphasis is on the emotive rather than the logical
implication.!3
The opening statement, 'Ah’ll tell yer then what really riles a bloke." classically
engages the reader/viewer in a storytelling situation, sympathetic circularity! framing
the proceeding narrative in invoking the performative ‘telling', while deferring the story
until the appropriate listening context has been generated. This use of formulary also
marks it as issuing from the oral domain, as does the use of commonplace such as 'riles
a bloke', 'T'll croak’, "ard birth...almost killed ‘er’ , the personal narration
paradoxically situating the discourse within a universalised tradition, constructed of
pre-existent 'blocks' or chunks that are reassembled to construct a story that mirrors

the lives of the speaker's community.

The oral raconteur expresses the personal in language that focuses on external,
physical reality, signalling inclusion and not individuation. In choosing to situate the
skin's narrative within this framework, Harrison is again pointing to the lack of
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proprely personal expression available to the ineloquent, the dated slang is not propre
to the initial characterisation of the aggressive, obscene skin, but this inability to ‘write
himself' conversely enacts the communicative incapacity more effectively than a fluent,
and so necessarily textualised, narrative might. While the phraseology reflects a Leeds
vernacular of perhaps fifty years ago (similar to that spoken by Harrison's father,
positioning already Harrison as the teenage skin), characterised by the coinage 'dole-
wallal', its colonialist overtones lacking relevancy within a contemporary society, it
shows the slow rate of linguistic change in oral communities. The reliance on existent
formulas to represent the inexpressible present finds the skin powerless to convey the
modern phenomena of long-term unemployment within a vocabulary that deals with a
conceptually distant past. Havelock's research into the constraining features of orality
points to the need for static linguistic forms to enable the maintenance of a coherent
communal identity; the formulaic nature of individual discourse is a necessity that aids
memory and retrieval:

Your thoughts must come into being in heavily rhythmic patterns, in repetitions

or antithesis, in alliterations and assonances, in epithetic and other formulary

expressions, in standard thematic settings..., in proverbs which are constantly

heard by everyone so that they come to mind readily and which themselves are
patterned for retention and ready recall, or in other mnemonic form.!3

So the sociological exclusion from the parent community in being denied a job, and
therefore a role, an identity (as discussed in chapter 3) can only be phrased in a
language that is embedded within the communal structure he seeks to distance himself
from:;

‘ard birth ah wor, mi mam says, almost killed 'er.

Death after life on t' dole won't seem as ‘ard!

Look at this cunt, Wordsworth, organ builder,
this fucking ‘aberdasher Appleyard! (stanza 48)

The invocation of the past is represented in the contextualisation of the discourse
within the graveyard!6, the 'lost' community of stability is dead along with the crafts
that maintained it (a theme to which Harrison returns in his documentary sequence
Loving Memory - the phrase 'fuck off to the void' is reiterated in a film-title in that
series), their symbolic demise paralleled by the skin's attempt to express his 'lifeless’
existence in terms of the topic-governed formulary that deals with life and death
unsentimentally, reductively!?.

The rambling style, its redundancy and circularity, reflects the depersonalizing effect of
this linguistic code, the literary markers that structure it, such as the chiasmatic linkage
of the skins "ard birth' and his mother's near death 'almost killed 'er', with his 'death’ not
seeming 'as 'ard’. The ironic conversational reiteration serves as rhetorical
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undercutting, connoting an aggressive nihilism contrary to the framing of the graffiti as
a marker of communicated positive anger.

The high incidence of performatives!® in the skin's narrative section again signals the
inherent orality in its structuration, the idea of language as action' is literally embedded
as the poem exhibits its function as 'act'; the inscribed violence is incorporated into its
reading so that the skin's personification works through the actuality present in the
different language use. As a 'praise song' constitutes praise in the event of its
performance, so the skin's threat of violence is realised in the text as actual violence:

Ah've told yer, no more Greek...That's yer last warning!
Ah'll boot yer fucking balls to Kingdom Come.  (stanza 59)

The performative speech-act of 'warning' or 'threatening' is necessarily linguistic, yet
invokes the violent physical act in conventionally framing its occurrence. The non-
verbal structuration of violence is clearly linked to the semiotic, the gestural, the
implicit meaning of which words are part, an element of the ritual, but not its sole
operant. They indicate 'real' violence by being a marker of its approach, each
progressive stage is a marker not to be transgressed, its violation necessitating the next
speech-act on the hierarchy, before words run out and their semiotic drive is released.
This ritual structure is typographically marked by the pause between having 'told' and
‘warning', '[...]'. The first stage is reiterated from stanza 46, 'telling' having been
initially linked with a milder threat 'Go fuck yourself, which Harrison 'ignores' by his
code switch to French (stanza 58, carrying over the joke of French being specifically
designated Greek), necessitating the 'warning' which contains a more direct threat of
violence.  This supplementary non-verbal element present within language
demonstrates that for oral cultures the structure and type of discourse is perhaps of
greater importance than its content, what is being said is a function of how it is said.
Gestural and phonic signification compensate for the lack of semantic eloquence in the
de-personalizing reliance on formulary and commonplace, the personal emerges in the
presence-to the world of (violent) action. This 'expressive symbolism'’® can only be
effectively incorporated into a written text in the form of performatives, language at
the height of its semioticity. This, coupled with the frequent swearing that re-enforces
the perlocutionary force of the act, captures the immediacy of oral discourse, the ‘over
use' of obscenity signalling it as semiotic drive inscribing propre anger and frustration
via the harnessing of the force vested in swearing without actually 'meaning' what is
literally (semantically) said, Harrison's 'autre' is 'fucking' him in a far from literal sense.
As Kristeva points out:

The obscene word [...] mobilizes the signifying resources of the subject,

permitting it to cross through the membrane of meaning where consciousness

holds it, connecting it to gesturality, kinesthesia, the drive's body, the
movement of rejection and appropriation of the other.20

77



CHAPTER FOUR

The (speech) act is present during its production, then 'lost!, but its re-inscription
within the typographic medium means the threat is maintained, its violation of
politeness codes operating within the genre of poetry creates an anger that is genuinely
'shocking'. This is testified to by the publicity it generated, and the 'translation' of the
swearing into asterisks, or deletions, as with The Star's 'quotation' of the skin's
discourse:

[..] TO ==mmjmeme ameem and (mostly)-----.
Aspirations,----! Folk on the -------- dole [...J*!

The semiotic force transcends the semantic - the word is deleted, but continues to
signify in its 'absence'22.

The outrage of the tabloids derives from their 'oral' textualisations, their use of 'public'
language structures, pictures and graphics represents the oral structures of their
readership, such that the common swearing that the majority of their readers will
encounter daily becomes unacceptable in written form; text is given a specious
prestige that is exclusive of recognisable 'reality’. This problem is exacerbated in the
televized performance of the poem, which allows the performatives to be enacted, the
ineloquence which is unable to occupy appropriate language structures (graphically
demonstrated in the awkward attempt at vernacular transcription, embedding the
dialectal within conventional representations of 'Northernness' - 't'same nowt ah do
now' etc.) so rupturing the expectations implicit within poetry, is given the freedom to
express its own oral complexity in performance, the variation in tone, volume, and
accompanying non-verbal gestural language demonstrating the expressive potential of
a signifying structure that communicates via its extra-linguistic elements. The
perlocutionary?? force of the utterance is maximized, the confrontational investing a
realism that is genuinely disturbing in that it presents - makes present - a contemporary
reality that the majority of readers/viewers would rather ignore.

By separating the narratorial voice into skin and poet, rebel and establishment figure,
other and self, Harrison 'performs' the unity he projects as a solution to the aggression

and unrest in society:

It was more a working marriage that I'd meant,
a blend of masculine and feminine. (stanza 65)

The two halves are never fully reconciled, but the energy that their dissonance creates
provides a positive output that uses the eloquence and facility of the Classicist to
articulate the passion and frustration that goaded Harrison to acquire them. It is this
very interdependency that shapes the two 'discrete’ speaking voices, the skin's half-
aggressive, half-plaintive demand ‘Don't treat me like I'm dumb' (stanza 55) presenting
a societally-curtailed intelligence, the 'poet' as if denied access to the education that

enabled Harrison to give effective voice to the inequalities and limitations of his
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working class upbringing. Likewise, Harrison's poet persona shadows the vernacular
of his skin interlocutor, emphasizing that this half remains intrinsic to his more public,
establishment role; the skin's allusion to being 'dumb' iterates the central problem
explored in the sequence "from The School of Eloquence"?%. It also marks the
oral/typographic division that underlies this poem: the inability to ‘write' the anger that
can only be partially verbally-expressed results in the transferential expressive
symbolism of the graffitied 'V's; 'restricted code' speech's reliance on a deep-structural
meaning that is signalled through the limited choice of formulaic language is mapped
onto the typographic form, the simplified mark signalling a complexity of unexpressed
emotion, that is in turn encoded by those possessing eloquence as the semantically
reductive sign it would function as within their linguistic system. What begins in the
sonnets as the tragedy of the effective 'silence' of the oral community (denied
expression in a language which therefore proves not to be universal or choosing
expression in a 'restricted' language that is designedly local), their 'going forth' via
gestures, work, actions, becomes "v.'s" central irony, that the skin's loud, aggressive
gestures constitute his 'silencing’, and will become, in The Blasphemers' Banquet, a
danger, that in evermore energised attempts to break this silence, the oral community
is beginning to confront the literate community with ‘'real' violence, that still fails to
'speak’.

42.1.2 A CONFESSION:; THE POET's STORY

Harrison's parallel personal experience narrative (stanzas 56 -71) is a blend of
'elaborated code’ structures and mirrorings of the preceding skin-narrative, a
combination illustrating the thematic divisions, while providing a plausible discourse
strategy in the narrative, accommodating the structures of the 'skin'-Hearer in the code
switches that mediate between the discrete codes. While demonstrating a socio-
political point in not representing a 'pure' form of any one code, but showing that
language use is practically varied, the prestige and dialectal forms each exhibiting a
poeticity and suppleness that subverts any categorisation, deconstructs any imposed
dichotomy, this intermixing of registers also ensures that each half of the potential
audience follows the discourse without being 'lost' in its role as linguistic 'Other'. Thus
the 'literarizing' of the skin's narrative makes it as accessible, and acceptable within its
presented media as the coloquialisation of 'Harrison's' narrative makes this more TV-
friendly, the foregrounded aim of communication being paramount if 'representation’ is

not to become ‘appropriation.

Harrison's anecdotal relation of his own 'bits of mindless aggro' (stanza 56) focuses on
the unselfconscious ambivalence that motivates such acts of vengeful frustration. The
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designation 'mindless' is a direct citation from newspapers, middleclass criticism of a
nihilistic stance that acts ‘unthinkingly', framed in this poem by the public outrage
against specific incidents of vandalism. Yet the poem acknowledges a just cause for
these acts, while not condoning their violent expression, re-presenting 'mindless’ as a
lack of self understanding, a not-knowing one's mind. Harrison's own 'mindless aggro'
gave vent to frustration 'inappropriately' by the first point of view, but 'proper-ly' in
that it adequated an inability to comprehend the underlying causes and structures of

personal discontent 'symbolically' expressed against their nearest representative.

As Harrison's narrative situates him as a child, pre-Grammar school education, and so
still belonging to a working class community like the skin, these propre actions follow
a similar pattern. The demonstrated inability to target the cause of his anger leads to a
gesture that releases Ais frustration, but is an ineffectual protest; it incurs a reciprocal
anger, his 'victims' go unchallenged:

'Herman Darewski's band played operetta

with a wobbly soprano warbling. Just why

I made my mind up that I'd got to get her
with the fire hose I can't say, but I'll try. (stanza 57)

The lack of analytical logic-structures within the 'restricted code' means that its
speakers are unable to conceptualise extended abstract relationships with their
environment?6, The obverse of living so closely with their lifeworld is an inability to
perceive social networks or political structures as distinct from their specific, material
representations within this sphere of experience. This has been instanced by the skin's
vandalisation of workers' graves, the burden of unemployment expressed as personal
vengeance against his communal selves (being) refigured as 'Others', the socio-political
institutions that were more directly responsible being too removed to be apprehended
and targeted. Similarly, the boy-Harrison is angered by the parade of class superiority
and invoked wish-fulfilment at Gaitskell's election campaign; a form of deceit he is
unable to conceptualise or articulate still - ' can't say'. Thus he targeted the immediate
situation, 'spraying' the audience in a parallel gesture to the skin's contemporary mark,
attacking the token instead of the type.

The thematic and ideational similarity presented within an elaborated code framework
allows a clearer picture of the motivation behind a seemingly 'mindless' gesture. The
use of personal qualifiers and individual expression makes the event more
communicable, presenting an identifiable feeling subject who responded to his
environment (‘the singing angered me[...]What I hated[....]I tell you'), as opposed to
the skin's account which is so embedded in oral, formulaic structure that the individual
is lost within the communal language that structures all experience on a universal
pattern. The evocative use of metaphor also marks it as elaborated code, ‘wobbly
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soprano warbling' and 'prick-tease of the soul' demonstrate a linguistic facility that is
lacking in the skin's narrative, yet while betraying this uniqueness, they are situated
within a register accessible to a restricted-code audience, the slightly naive mind-set
they indicate framing the retrospective ability to articulate these feelings, maintaining
the cultural distance of the child in the dismissive ironisation of the unfamiliar.

This is particularly marked in the 'wobbly...warbling, the ridiculing of opera through its
structural 'Otherness' being breached by the poet persona Harrison now occupies as
librettist, husband (identified in the poem) to the opera singer Maria Stratas. The
coinage 'prick-tease of the soul' maintains the restricted-code structure of obscenity-as-
insult, though its abstract vehicle again points to a blending of codes and registers, and
its function as articulation of the unexpressed inherent within the restricted code. This
particular phrase can be paired with the skin's offensive dismissal of Harrison's 'aggro':
'Yeah, ah bet yer wrote a poem, yer wanker you!' (stanza 56), the 'appropriate' insult to
practitioners of 'high art' being to accuse them of selfgratification (wanker/prick-tease),
poetry or opera being embedded within the language of eloquence and self-expression,
and so a personal form, diametrically opposed to the communal nature of 'oral' art, it is
proprely, literally 'exclusive'.

The logical complexity of this narrative section also places it within elaborated code
structures, the indeterminacy of the initial subject, and its deferral through listing what
the cause wasn't seems to mirror the skin's episodic circularity, but the overt rhetorical
structuring marks this as a device to maintain interest while engaging sympathy in the
performed 'conceptual ineloquence’. The antithetical balancing of ‘jeering' and
'cheering' structurally mimics the division of the people, separated around the cause of
the rift, 'smooth Hugh Gaitskell, our MP' (‘our' marking his duplicity in being linked to
both, opposing, sides, 'smooth' referring to his eloquence, as adjective, and its ability to
'smooth over' the rift, as verb).

Harrison's anger is expressed in abstract metaphorical terms, and then code-switched
into more concrete imagery, the singing first signifying 'uplift beyond all reason and
control' (stanza 59), evoking a non-literal escapism that seemed inaccessible in its
remoteness from the concrete-based perceptions of oral/restricted code speakers, then
a more material evocation: 'high notes that rose...straight from the warbling throat
right up my nose' (stanza 60), again a complex metaphoric structure built from oral
commonplaces, allowing articulation within the vocabulary of the ineloquent.

4.3 A DISCOURSE TO INVOLVE ITS PARTICIPANTS

The specifically 'oral' framing of the discourse works as a strategy to engage the 'skin'
and the restricted code speaking audience; the skin's formulaic 'AA'll tell yer then...'
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stanza 47) that enacts its origins in tale-telling, is paralleled by Harrison's 'Ah'll tell yer
'ow..."' (stanza 56), the register and structure mimicking the previous narrative, showing
how as poet Harrison has incorporated Ais other within his eloquence. Likewise, the
closing stanza (61) again switches to restricted-code structuration in its episodic
relation of events, short sentences and linear causality. It's inconclusive end ('...") again
foregrounds its non-didactic function, illocutionarily divergent from the skin's, which
ends on a categoric statement, a specious appropriation of the 'high' form in its childish
mimicry of the formulae of control (‘a crude four-letter word.")?’

The apparent failure of the skin/poet discourse is signalled by the skin's undercutting of
Harrison's gesture of reciprocity, the personal experience bathetically parodied as the
symbolic is recontextualised as parable. While this maintains an antagonistic tension
between the two speakers, it also demonstrates the limitation of abstract
communication between the two codes/classes. The personal analogy is mis-encoded
as anecdotal formulary, Harrison's expository of his own frustrated ineloquence is
misconstrued as a condemnation of the skin's, the emphasis being towards reformation
rather than ‘revolution'. The re-incorporation of the personal into the 'oral' is effected
by the closure of commonplaces which negate the potential signalled in Harrison's
conclusion ('..."), the litany of

And then yer saw the light and gave up 'eavy!
And knew a man's not how much he can sup... (stanza 62)

reductively places his attempt to engage within the structures of the 'other' as subject
to reappropriation, an inverse gesture of denegration that reinscribes the literary within
the originary oral folk-structure from whence it derives. This 'misunderstanding' can
also be seen as a purely linguistic failure, the tendency of orality to reduce elaborated-
code structures to their restricted-code 'equivalents' means that fresh conceptual
structures are difficult to communicate. The linguistic structure demands a
simplification of ‘formal, expressive' language to make it available for encoding, yet in
framing it within this language that is structured around the already-said, the formulaic,
the speaker runs the risk of 'losing' the fresh signification in the semantically familiar.2®

The influence of domain?® structures the discourse, the graveyard giving rise to the
interpretation of Harrison's anecdote as 'sermon', engendering the mock-liturgical
response of the skin, Greenfield's notion of 'settings' being realised in terms of the
thematic commonplaces tied in with domain-specific topics that create expectations
concerning what is to be discussed and how.  This structuring of discourse in oral
communities can be seen as the origin of rhetorical loci communes39, the link between
the two maintained in the positioning of the skin and poet as antagonist and
protagonist, a structure embedded in oral transaction today?!, which antithesis remains
within the 'agonistic roots' of poetry via its connection with oratory32. The skin's direct
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invocation of these origins subverts the literary dialectic, the conventional structuring
of the poem to make the unconventional accessible is shown to be that which makes

the project unconvincing and unsuccessful as discourse.

The inverted truisms of oral wisdom demonstrate the linguistic boundedness than
confines the skin, and the oral community he represents here (The Blasphemers’
Banquet will demonstrate the separation of Muslim orality and typographic thinking by
'shared' signifiers); the 'High' or elaborated forms he manipulates are specifically the
oral counterparts of a spoken textualisation, religion spanning both registers in its
contextual framing as ‘written', yet accessible for emulation precisely because it derives
from oratory, using similar formulary and antithesis to 'low' or restricted code
language.

Covet not thy neighbour's wife, thy neighbour's riches.

Vicar and cop who say, to save our souls,

Get thee beHind me, Satan, drop their breeches
and get the Devil's dick right up their ‘oles. (stanza 64)

Again context determines the topic around which the skin focuses his obscenity, the
‘poet' having revealed his outrage at the violation of the graves, the linguistic
continuation of this 'blasphemy' becomes an inevitable progression. Yet this response
also uses the prestige forms of language, that connote 'control’, to challenge their
governance; in subverting their linguistic structures their theocratic will-to-truth is
likewise undermined.

Perhaps more importantly, this occupation-and-negation process marks the speaker's
desire to distance himself from both social groups: the ridicule of the controlling
classes is implicit, but the refusal to perform the (religious) obedience proper to his
'class' also speaks his isolation more eloquently than 'his' language could. This is
because the formulary and commonplace that characterises ‘oral' forms specifically
prevents a verbalised dissent, the linguistic unity that binds a community by speech
structures limits the expression of disunity except through the same structures'

negation. As Ong points out:

Formulas help implement rhythmic discourse and also act as mnemonic aids in
their own right, as set expressions circulating through the mouths and ears of
all...in oral cultures they are not occasional. They are incessant. They form the
substance of thought itself. Thought in any extended form is impossible
without them, for it consists in them.3® (my emphasis)

This dual reading of the skin's response to Harrison's narrative again inscribes the
poet's selfcriticism, the fear of becoming an 'old fart who ‘'live[s] wi' all yer once
detested..." as his projected communication failure within the poem underwrites the
'real’ anxiety which leads him to attempt the inclusion of all the 'voices' he has left
behind in his pursuit of eloquence.
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Yet this critical alter-ego also demonstrates that the closure of ineloquence is
ultimately more limiting and ineffective, as the skin's subversion of the discourse
structures available to him does not express the personal frustration inscribed within
the gesture, validating Harrison's perceived need to represent them. The skin's
ultimate rejection of the project and reappropriation of his self-representation through
the continued vandalism indicates the areas where public poetry cannot provide an
alternative, the individual need cannot be answered by a communal exorcism of the
problems as it is the failure of the (oral) community structure that has created a
stratified social network of workers and unemployed, the unifying strategies ill-
equipped to incorporate those placed outside its collective-historical identity.

Don't talk to me of fucking representing

the class yer were born into any more.

Yer going to get 'urt and start resenting

it's not poetry we need in this class war. (stanza 72)

As Harrison is no longer a representative of his 'original' class, his representations of its
members are informed by his external perspective, the ability to ‘write' the oral
structures and incorporate the non-verbal elements that contain the emotional force of
the formulaic semantic utterances of that class through the rhetorical manipulation
makes him uniquely able to 'translate' the oral into the typographic, but in doing so he
marks his position as outsider, and marks the representation as a framed typographic

secondary orality.

Psychoanalytically, in manipulating this socio-linguistic Other, Harrison can control the
anticipated criticism by projecting what the ‘ineloquent/uneducated' alter-ego might
say, but in so doing he represses the vitriolic strength present against 'The
Establishment'. The dated slang 'Yer've given yerself toffee, cunt' (stanza 73) finally
positions the skin as an interested textualisation, the ostensive aim to provide a
linguistic platform for the ineloquent becomes at this stage another means of excluding
genuine disaffection, of incorporating and emasculating a perceived threat. While the
resultant blending of cultures and forms utilises the linguistic tension generated by the
incorporation of an antagonistic voice, Harrison once more realises that his project is a
personal need to retain the 'roots' he was once eager to escape.

This is indicated by the text-skin's signing both their name on the graffiti; not only
pointing to the skin in the poet, but showing that the poet has metaphorically inhabited
his 'skin’; the act of writing, of signing-for an utterance moves the framed subject from
oral to typographic, is evidenced by the challenge to claim authorship for graffiti which
is (was)34 properly anonymous.

'OKY' (thinking I had him trapped) 'OK!’
If you're so proud of it, then sign your name (stanza 69)
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Harrison's 'discovery' that he has the skin trapped within a typographic system that is
not propre to him demonstrates the obvious fact of his textual governance; the skilful
manipulation of codes to create personified speaking subjects is a gesture of
incorporation possible only through his acquisition of eloquence. However, in finally
subverting the dialectic, conflating the 'self' and 'other' to the single narratorial voice,
the 'real' Other has been more effectively excluded in this seeming representation than
within other monologic poems.

He took the can, contemptuous, unhurried

and cleared the nozzle and prepared to sign

the UNITED sprayed where mam and dad were buried.
He aerosolled his name. And it was mine  (stanza 70)

While the poem finally concludes with a personal conceptualisation of ‘unity' over the
initial exploration of its societal possibilities, "v." and Harrison continue to situate
themselves as offering social critique, embracing an 'anti-intellectual elitism' stance that
is governed by the appropriation of a discourse no longer propre. The possibility of
including a 'foreign' structure within the poem-form is not possible, as the genre is
defined by their specific inclusion, and while this was the valediction of Harrison's
forbears' presence in the sonnets, 'damaging' them, it becomes stifling again when this
damage becomes the poetry, and the ineloquent disappear finally, addressed in the
illusion of their living presence. In seeming to rupture the classical forms by inserting
the excluded, Harrison opens the debates over governance and control; when the
voices and codes he 'includes' have real signatories, when appropriating their
enunciations means expropriating from propre sites, in the TV poetry and
documentaries he increasingly utilises to represent orality on its own terms, these so-
far abstract debates take on not only legal but moral implications.
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