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Letters 

  

1. How to talk about poems scientifically  

Dear Sir, 

        Your magazine is not renowned for moderation, and I could not 

help wondering, as a fellow of that venerable institution, whether 

your recommendation that the English Association be wound up (no. 

2, August, 2003) was not a little extreme or premature, based as it 

was on a criticism of one publication. To be sure, that publication 

was indefensible, and I went to the trouble of glancing at its two 

successors in the same series, which were equally bad, though in 

different ways. After all, though, I felt, one should not be too hasty. 

Since then I have begun perusing the English Association’s 

Newsletters and I must confess that as a result I am almost 

persuaded. 

        If one does not know whether something is meant as a parody 

or not, there is no possibility of its making sense, whether meant as a 

parody or not. I would not hazard an opinion about whether the most 

substantial article in the most recent Newsletter was entirely in 

earnest, half in earnest or wholly spoof, and it makes no difference. 

The absurdity of the article is as bad either way, for if parody it 

failed to amuse. 

        The article in question, in Newsletter 176, Summer 2004, was 

called “English Association Discussion Documents Teaching 

Literary Theory”, by Tim Leadbetter. It offered itself as a model, “in 

the manner of a science practical demonstration”, of how teaching 

literary theory is to be done. The format was to give a number of 

approaches, to a text that took up one A4 page with some hundreds 

of words of “non-Standard English” without punctuation except for 

apostrophes and one question mark, and all lower case, but laid out 

as verse. This work was not recorded in the IPA characters but in the 

way, found by some insulting, practised by “regional” and historical 

novelists, so that it starts  

        

        dis is di age of reality 

        but some a wi a deal wid mitalagy 

        dis is di age of science [sic correctly spelled] an’ 

teknalagy 

        but some a wi a check fi antiquity 

        

The words laid out as verse make, as far as I can follow them, some 

remarks about matters that poetry does consider:  

        
        w’en wi cyaan face reality 

        whey wi dhu? 
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        wi leggo wi clarity 

        some latch aan to vanity 

        some hole insanity 

        some get vizshan 

        start preach relijan 

        but dem cyaan mek decishan 

        w’en it come to wi fite 

        dem cyaan mek decishan 

        w’en it come to wi rites 

Why by the way “w’en”? Is it supposed that Standard English 

sounds the h?) There follows, with a separate title but I take it as part 

of the same “Discussion Document”, “A Multi-Critical Reading of 

‘Reality Poem’ by Linton Kwesi Johnson”. It goes through, if my 

count is correct, ten “approaches”. 

        From “the perspective of stylistics” we notice “that the poem is 

written in non-Standard English” (and from what perspective would 

it not be?). At this point the critico-theorist’s worry is not about the 

language of the poem but whether the term “non-Standard” is 

offensive to anybody, since “to many audiences of the poem, this 

aspect will be unremarkable.” (Lucky poem with its many 

audiences!) “To identify this linguistic feature as the most salient of 

the poem lays one open to a charge of racism.” Well, perhaps it does, 

in the alert world of the English Association, but must not the 

question be raised for instance by readers who cannot understand 

lines like “dem one deh gaan outta line / dem naw live in fi wi 

time”? 

        “A structuralist approach might start by investigating genre” 

with references to “the well-established genre of Dub (reggae) and 

performative practice from toasting to rap.” (Etc., etc.) “As an entree 

[sic] to a post-structuralist reading, we might observe that a crucial 

antithesis, between the signifieds of “decishan” and “divishan”, rests 

on one phonemic signifier alone.” (Etc., etc.) A post-structuralist 

reading might attempt to “read the text against itself . . . A post-

structuralist, drawing on psycholanalysis, might argue that assertion 

based on repetition actually suggests insecurity.” Allow me to say 

that if so the post-structuralist is untrue to the core supposition that 

nothing actually in general suggests anything. Mr Leadbetter shows 

his understanding of this when he offers a bit more post-

structuralism:  

        

Another post-structuralist crux occurs in the final lines. 

The exhortation is that we must hold on to clarity (“mek 

wi hol’ di clarity”). However, two phonological aspects 

[he means possible puns] undercut this. First, “wi” can in 

this dialect function as subject pronoun and possessive 

adjective, equivalent to Standard English “our”, as in “wi 

clarity”, “wi fite”, “wi rites”. Second, “hol” might also be 

“hole”. Taken together then, the line may be read: Make 
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our hole the clarity, that is, make the clarity our hole. The 

very focus of the poem’s concentration is subtextually 

revealed to be empty. 

(Of course, the objection that the subtext does not exist is not 

allowed within post-structuralism. I shall mention below the more 

interesting possibility that “Reality Poem” does not exist at all and is 

therefore not approachable.) 

        A psychoanalytic reading follows. “A Lacanian critic looking 

for ‘the desire of the text’ might further argue … that what the poem 

seeks is control and victory … .” “A feminist reading might take 

issue, perhaps a little obviously, with the vocative ‘man’.” A gay 

reading might return to “that fruitful ambiguity of ‘hol/e’”. So we go 

on through Marxist and cultural materialist before ending up with 

the post-colonial reading which will observe that  

        

although it is a poem determinedly rational, progressive 

and upbeat, the more it seeks to exclude irrationality the 

more it suggests a continuing anxiety about colonial 

stereotypes of primitivism. 

        

 

Ten approaches in three pages may seem a pretty brisk pace but the 

demonstration is regrettably incomplete. In the same envelope was 

an advertisement for “the New Critical Idiom” series which has 

whole books on other approaches unmentioned by Mr Leadbetter. 

Where, the cry goes round the SCRs, where in Tim Leadbetter’s 

article is Magic(al) Realism? What has become of Ecocriticism, 

which “Reality Poem” surely invites? Was there no room for the 

ever-popular Historicism? and finally what of the quite central 

Intertextuality and Interdisciplinarity? 

        The absurdity arises from the fact that none of these ten or so 

Leadbetter approaches offers itself as criticism, but criticism has in 

fact to be presupposed by them all. All the approaches presuppose 

that here is something worth a comment and, even more basically, 

that here is something which can be commented on. But in Mr 

Leadbetter’s manner-of-a-science practical demonstration the little 

question whether the poem has any existence at all is not asked. 

        There are of course many different scientific approaches to an 

object. Chemical analysis, weighing and measuring, predicting 

physical change etc. etc. The mode of observation decides the aspect 

of existence relevant to the science, but the object itself is neutral 

and if it can be observed at all the question of its existence does not 

arise. In fact some scientific discoveries, of new planets for instance, 

are more or less complete with observation of existence. 

        What is observed will be determined by the mode of 

observation as well as the thing observed. But poems are not objects 

in the same way as planets, and any attempt to approach them as if 

they are (with a telescope for instance) will lead to the kind of 

nonsense the English Association thinks worth printing. The 
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ecocritical approach which “explores the ways in which we imagine 

and portray the relationship between humans and the environment in 

all areas of cultural production” would have much to say about 

“Reality Poem”, but only if “Reality Poem” is already in the 

possession of the reader. “Reality Poem” is not brought into 

perception by the approach as a planet is brought into perception by 

a telescope, though it is to be hoped that criticism can refine 

perception. 

        It is assumed that all the “approaches” can be used without any 

commitment by the approacher or any precedent knowledge. The 

approaches are all just neutral tools. But the poem exists if at all in 

reading, which includes all stages of response and judgement. The 

approaches treated as tools try to release the reader from any 

experience or responsibility and are therefore all, and with exact 

equality, absolutely absurd. They all make an elementary category 

mistake about what kind of thing a poem is. 

        None of these approaches could arrive at “Reality Poem”, for 

until you are already in the poem the question of approaches will not 

arise. 

        Once raise the matter of commitment, which some of the 

approaches of course demand, and this is plain. A student once 

handed me an essay called “A Feminist approach to Marvell’s ‘Coy 

Mistress’”. I asked her whether that meant “an approach offered to 

feminists” and when she said Yes I said that, not being a feminist, I 

was disinclined to read the essay. Would a gay approach be offered 

to a straight? And are Marxist approaches only for Marxists? Isn’t 

the point supposed to be that they will shed light not granted to mere 

readers, and show the readers something even if they are not 

Marxists? But if so the approaches are dependent on reading, and 

meant to be taken seriously—as, of course, some Marxist critics 

would agree. 

        Is there to be no address to a common reader? If not, what is 

being discussed? but if so how can it not begin and end in 

judgement? Nowhere in the model multi-critical reading (or in the 

blurbs for the long list of books in The New Critical Idiom) is there 

any hint of judgement. Here is a new critical idiom which does not 

allow for the possibility of criticism, that is, for the existence of the 

subject. 

        If reading or judgement were mentioned, Mr Leadbetter’s 

whole exercise would collapse, because his approaches are to a work 

that nobody could possibly take seriously, that could not possibly 

have any serious effect on anybody, that can be considered only as a 

symptom of something or other: a bad verse tradition, or the feeble-

mindedness of the academy in supposing that any comment can 

actually be made. 

        So I wonder whether the poor old English Association, after, as 

you said in your editorial, “a century of often valuable work ensuring 

that the literature has a place in national life at all levels”, is 

perishing of feeble-mindedness. Is it possible for institutions as well 

as individuals to sink into senile decay? 
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Ian Robinson 

  

2. A source supplied  

Dear Dewi Hopkins,  

     In the last Word in Edgeways you quoted a section from Daniel 

Deronda, and posed a question:  

        

“You don’t repent the choice of law as a profession, Rex,” 

said his father. “There is no profession I would choose 

before it,” said Rex. “I should like to end my life as a 

first-rate judge, and help to draw up a code. I reverse the 

famous dictum––I should say, “Give me something to do 

with making the laws, and let who will make the songs.” 

(Ch. 58, p. 586 in Penguin Classics)  

My question is: what “famous dictum”? It must be 

something like, “Allow me to sing the songs, and let who 

will make the laws,” an aim in life capable of two 

interpretations. The obvious one is, “I don’t care very 

much about law: let me alone to write delicious poetry.” 

The hardly less obvious one is, “Poets are the 

unacknowledged legislators of the world.” 

        

     Unable to go far from my computer, I thought I would attempt to 

track down the original “dictum” in cyberspace, an exercise that 

provided an enjoyable challenge in sifting misinformation. I have not 

included web site addresses, but if you have recourse to Google and 

use plenty of quotation marks around your search phrases, you will 

come upon most of them.  

     Though you offered two possible paraphrases, it seemed to me 

that the meaning of the dictum Rex intended to reverse would be 

something like “poets are more influential than legislators”, closer to 

your second (Shelleyan) version than “let me alone to write delicious 

poetry”. However, a third interpretation was to emerge in the course 

of the search: “those who wish to rule should control poetry and, 

through it, the populace.”  

     I started by asking the opinion of the list members of the online 

Victoria List victoria@listserv.indiana.edu. Contributors to this list 

(historians, critics historical novelists and readers of all persuasions) 

share a common interest in the “long nineteenth century”, although 

the majority of queries relate to the period of Victoria’s reign. 

Several members, like you, noted the resemblance of the quotation to 

Shelley’s “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.”. 

     One member of the list suggested, on the basis of information on 

a web site to which I could not gain access, that the source of the 
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quotation might be Carlyle. A twentieth century Wesleyan essayist 

on a web journal discovered by a List member certainly waxed 

dramatic on this basis: “For it remains as true as ever that the hymns 

our people sing will eventually turn out to be as important as the 

sermons they hear … Give the people junk to sing and you will have 

religious junkies on your hands. “Let me make a nation’s songs,” 

growled Carlyle, and “I care not who makes its laws!” (T. Crichton 

Mitchell, “Response to Dr. Timothy Smith on the Wesley’s Hymns,” 

WTJ 16:2, Fall, 1981, 49). But one contributor to the Victoria List 

was doubtful about Carlyle as a source, on the grounds that he would 

have been much more likely to have sided with Rex, and suggested 

that attributing quotations to Carlyle has been a common practice 

ever since there has been a Carlyle to quote.  

     Deciding I should check whether Carlyle had been credited with 

the dictum closer to Eliot’s time, I turned again to Google, where I 

was able to track down a reference which, though it didn’t explicitly 

mention him, might have been intended to suggest him as its source. 

Aubrey De Vere (1814–1902) was born in Limerick, became a 

Catholic through contact with Newman, revered Wordsworth, 

became well known as a poet and literary critic, who also wrote on 

the condition of Ireland. In “Some Remarks on Literature in its 

Social Aspects.” (Essays: Chiefly Literary and Ethical, London, 

MacMillan, 1889, pp. 1–57) he wrote of two early Greek poets that 

they were,  

        

in the strictest sense politicians. In the Dorian states the 

character of poetry was regulated by law; so little original 

was the maxim of the modern philosopher who exclaimed, 

“Let who will make the laws of a country, so I may make 

its songs!”  

        

     Unless I am missing his point, De Vere’s understanding of the 

saying seems not to be that “poets are more influential than 

legislators” but that “rulers may use poetry as a form of control”, but 

he does seem to be implying that Carlyle is the source (unless it is 

Shelley he regarded as a “modern philosopher”). Why he doesn’t 

actually say whom he quotes is not clear—he may have considered 

the source too obvious or be hiding his uncertainty.  

     Meanwhile, others on this list had gone low-tech and consulted 

books of quotations and had discovered the following:  

        

     I knew a very wise man so much of Sir Christopher 

Musgrave’s sentiment that he believed that if a man were 

permitted to make all the ballads, he need not care who 

should make the laws of a nation.  

        

     The author was Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun (1653–1716) and 

further googling showed the full title of the work to be An Account of 

a Conversation concerning a Right Regulation of Governments for 

the Common Good of Mankind in a Letter to the Marquis of 
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Montrose, the Earls of Rothes, Roxburg, and Haddington. dated 

December 1703. Further googling revealed that a collection of his 

works has been published by Cambridge: Andrew Fletcher: Political 

Works, edited by John Robertson, published October 1997 (299 

pages, paperback, ISBN: 0521439949, £17.99.) According to the 

blurb: “Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun was one of the most acute 

observers of the European political order of his time, and an 

important forerunner of the Scottish Enlightenment. Famous in his 

own day and since for his patriotic opposition to the Anglo-Scottish 

Union of 1707, Fletcher was an admirer of the ancients and a student 

of Machiavelli, who would adapt Machiavelli’s strictly political 

concepts of a world increasingly shaped by commerce. His works 

address the fate of small nations dominated by larger, the advantages 

and disadvantages of great capital cities, and the prospects for new 

forms of political union which would be to the benefit of all of 

Europe’s regions.”  

     Unfortunately what exactly Fletcher of Saltoun meant by his 

remark (“poets are more influential than legislators” or “those who 

wish to rule should control poetry and, through it, the populace”, 

or—less likely—“I don’t care very much about law: let me alone to 

write delicious poetry”) is not clear out of context, so perhaps the 

purchase or borrowing of the book described above would be a 

desirable next step.  

     As for the Sir Christopher Musgrave to whom Fletcher refers, his 

name is shown on a website listing the “Fathers of the House of 

Commons”. He lived from 1631 to 29 July 1704, and was MP for 

Carlisle 1661–90, and for Westmorland 1690–95,1701 and 1702–4. 

He was one of the worthies invited to observe the birth of James II’s 

second child to certify there was no trickery involved.  

     But who was the wise man that Saltoun was quoting? Presumably 

this would be someone about whom you would wish to know—the 

original source. One internet quotation site added that Fletcher was 

quoting the Earl of Comarty, which when entered as a search term 

provoked ever-helpful Google to suggest might very well be spelled 

Cromarty. Further searching suggested (given that a Cromarty was 

Fletcher’s contemporary) that this might be Sir George Mackenzie, 

Lord Royston; Viscount Tarbat; First Earl of Cromarty, 1630–1714. 

It does seem a bit unlikely that the stern and unbending Saltoun 

would describe Cromarty, whose support was given to one monarch 

after another, as “a very wise man”, but on the other hand it was not 

until three years after Saltoun’s Account that Cromarty played an 

important role in supporting the Act of Union,1707, a measure that 

Saltoun strongly opposed. At this point I recognized that I was out of 

my depth in the Scottish politics of the period (or any other) and 

Google could take me no further in verifying Cromarty as the 

ultimate source you are seeking.  

     So, the research seemed to have come to an end. However I 

subsequently heard from another Victoria List member with a new 

twist on the Carlyle aspect of the matter. Apparently, in 1798, the 

Scotswoman (though by then living in England) Joanna Baillie, in a 

preface to her Plays on the Passions, wrote, “It was the saying of a 
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sagacious Scotchman, “Let who will make the laws of a nation, if I 

have the writing of its ballads.” Clearly, given the date, she was not 

referring to Carlyle, but to Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun. My 

correspondent persuasively suggested that Victorian readers, more 

familiar with Carlyle than Saltoun, and reading rather inattentively, 

might well have jumped to the conclusion that this “sagacious 

Scotsman” was Carlyle. In this tale of confusions and conflations, it 

isn’t perhaps surprising that Joanna Baillie’s work was at first 

mistaken for that of Sir Walter Scott, yet another titbit revealed by 

Google.  

     Intermittently I kept plugging along to see whether any Victorians 

got the source right, and finally I found one. In the introduction to“ 

The Shih King or Book of Poetry”, translated by James Legge from 

the Sacred Books of the East, Vol. 3, first published 1879, available 

online, the dictum is not only quoted, but Saltoun.is cited as its 

source. The writer also refers “to a similar opinion as having been 

entertained in England in Elizabethan times when that a minister of 

state had all manner of books and ballads brought to him, of what 

kind soever, and took great notice how they took with the people; 

upon which he would, and certainly might, very well judge of their 

present dispositions, and of the most proper way of applying them 

according to his own purposes” (giving the Spectator, no. 502 as the 

source). So an Elizabethan may antedate Saltoun if the words mean 

“rulers should control poets” rather than “poets are more influential 

than legislators”.  

     At this point I was convinced that Carlyle was linked to the 

saying only by error, when another list member found, on the 

internet, an essay on Burns by Carlyle. In it, Carlyle writes:  

        

     It is on his Songs, as we believe, that Burns’s chief 

influence as an author will ultimately be found to depend: 

nor, if our Fletcher’s aphorism is true, shall we account 

this a small influence. “Let me make the songs of a 

people,” said he, “and you shall make its laws.” Surely, if 

ever any Poet might have equalled himself with 

Legislators on this ground, it was Burns. (Volume 1, 

Critical and Miscellaneous Essays, London: Chapman & 

Hall, 1887)  

        

     And with this we are, serendipitously, back at Carlyle and—better 

still—a Carlyle acknowledging Fletcher of Saltoun, and using the 

word “songs” as Rex does, rather than the “ballads” of Fletcher’s 

wording. Furthermore, Carlyle seems to be supporting the reading 

“poets are more influential than legislators” rather than “rulers 

should control poets”.  

     So if we now come back to the source of Eliot’s own use of the 

quotation, we can say that its existence as a well-established 

aphorism in her time makes it almost certain that she would be 

thinking of Saltoun’s dictum, whether or not she knew its source. It 

may also be that Carlyle’s choice of “songs” rather than “ballads” 
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influenced her directly or indirectly. It’s possible that she imagined 

the saying was originally Carlyle’s or perhaps she just thought of it 

as a common saying, knowing nothing of its source.  

     As for assessing her treatment of the Jews in the novel, it is 

highly unlikely that she was thinking of Rothschild’s 1790 remark 

“Permit me to issue and control the money of a nation, and I care not 

who writes its laws” although Rothschild may very well have been 

thinking of Saltoun’s dictum (whether of not he was aware of its 

source). And this is where all this self-indulgent detective work pays 

off. Based on the history of the dictum Rex reverses, I don’t think 

there is any evidence George Eliot was providing her readers with 

the “rigamarole” you suspect. There is no “careful hint that her pro-

Zionism did not extend to the banker’s power position” or any other 

reference to Jewish aspirations in Eliot’s use of this quotation. And 

therefore, on the complex issue of whether the novel as a whole 

represents “an odd inversion of racial prejudice” as you suggest it 

does, the quotation has no bearing either way.  

     Vic Lean 

  

3. A doubt about Martin Amis 

Dear Editor, 

     There’s a lot of truth in what Brian Lee says about modern 

prose—both in the piece he had on the Harry Potter books in your 

second issue and his wide-ranging piece in your last. But, with the 

best will in the world, I can’t find Martin Amis the good opposite of 

all the bad he cites. Amis certainly recognises that novels have to be 

something other than fake-verifiable reports of people getting in and 

out of cars and putting cigarettes in their mouths—or even flying on 

broomsticks and putting other things in other places; and he also 

recognises that it’s style that does or doesn’t make them that 

something else. But his own style? I read The Information 

conscientiously from cover to cover and I read pretty much all of 

Money, sampling it in bits and pieces at random, and I don’t think I 

was ever anything but bored, unless irritated. And what bored and 

irritated me was his style, its deliberateness and its self-

consciousness. What is it but style stuck on reporting? Which leaves 

the latter just as much reporting as ever? If Brian Lee is right in his 

diagnosis of what’s wrong with modern prose, Amis’s style is just 

another symptom, a variation—the signs of a someone struggling 

against something certainly, but hardly successfully. 

     Alice Stuckey  
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3. A misprint in the Penguin Lolita 

Dear Editor, 

     Nabokov may play tricks with language but the trick which Alice 

Stuckey (in your 8th issue) thought she had detected on p. 278 of the 

Penguin Lolita—combining péché, sin and pêche, peach to make the 

“incorrect” pêché—is probably nothing but a printing error. The 

1967 Corgi edition has simply “péché”, correctly spelled with two 

acute accents. 

  

Barrie Mencher  

 


