Early Modern Lexis: some applications of the layered literary lexicon

Main texts:

Shakespeare, Hamlet (III,i)

Milton, Paradise Lost. First edition: book 7.

Postscript: law and love, Latin and Saxon (with thanks to Lynne Magnusson)

Shakespeare, Sonnet 87


Donne, Loves Infiniteness

Shakespeare, Hamlet

-Roberts-Smith’s line of action for Hamlet: not merely to find out the truth, but to witness, report the truth


-beginning: Ghost of Hamlet’s father tells Hamlet the truth about his death


-end: Hamlet enjoins Horatio to report me and my cause aright/To the unsatisfied

-our handout: Claudius trying to work out the cause of Hamlet’s behaviour


-enlisting his friends:



-R&G



-Ophelia

-Hamlet enters: critical issue is whether he knows he’s being observed or not

-our students argued that since Hamlet can usually smoke out spies really quickly (R&G, Polonius) why not now, when Claudius, Polonius, R&G are watching him, having loosed Ophelia to him

-let’s assume that he does, and that he’s feigning madness in order to smoke out Claudius


-nadir of the play: Hamlet being untruthful (though for a purpose)

Pretending to be mad:


-talks about suicide, an appropriate topic for a madman



-clear key words repeated:




-“to be, or not to be”




-“to dye, to sleepe” occurs twice


-some words aren’t so simple

-“For who would beare ... When he himselfe might his Quietus make / With a bare Bodkin?”

-the word Quietus is in italics in the folio (other uses: personal names): is it ‘marked’?




-OED’s first citation 1540, Hamlet the next one

-an accountancy term, short for quietus est (15th and 16th c citations) ‘he is discharged’:“A discharge or acquittance given on payment of sums due, or clearing of accounts; a receipt.”
-fig here “discharge or release from life”

-this technical word is juxtaposed with monosyllabic “bare, grunt, sweat”

-if Latin is for abstractions, the simplicity of the native words underlines how easily death reduces all of life’s complexities

-cf A&C’s simple, stark words for death: “Finish, good lady, the bright day is done / And we are for the dark”

Another issue about dramatic language: words are ‘heard’, not ‘read’, and in some ways even more open to multiple meanings


-all that would deter a suicide would be “the dread of something after death”


-“death,/The undiscovered Country, from whose Borne/No traveller returns”

-borne “boundary”: OED bourne, n(2) has few exx, Shakespeare almost alone (except for all the later people he influenced)

-other meaning? effect? (ultimately emphasizes life and non-life, the mysterious liminal place between and beyond)



-drama meant to be spoken, not read: puns more audible


-spelling of Traueller


-another aural echo, though very faint



-like travail (yes, it’s a doublet!): oppressive bodily labour, hardship, toil




-journey through life is laborious (cf grunt, sweat)




-get out now ...

Milton, Paradise Lost

Milton famous for using quite Latinate words (and meanings of words), though I see from a review of the very recent Cambridge Companion to Milton that somebody’s written a chapter on his language arguing to the contrary!


-e.g. warme prolific humour “fluid” 

(modern meaning from psychological theory of humours)




-related words that preserve etymological sense? humid

-e.g. the tumid hills “swollen” (from word tumere “swell”)



-related words? tumour (prob used euphemistically – opacity of Latin)

Context for the handout: 

Raphael is telling Adam how God created a new world after the rebellion and fall of Lucifer and co.

God has just said: “Let there be light”, “Let there be firmament”.


-now the water and the earth will be distinguished

Immediately before (top of page)


-earth kept separated from chaos



“least fierce extreames/Contiguous might distemper the whole frame”

-distemper “disorder” but also a secondary watery sense “mix, dilute”





-sense of threat to creation





-& therefore of God’s control over it


-it’s very cold



etymology of “Crystallin” is “ice”




-cold hard contrast with warmth and liquid of this section

The phrase “warme prolific humour” epitomizes the heat, life, wetness denoted by words in these lines


Heat 



warm



fermented (281)


Life



prolific “producing many offspring”



conceave (281)



genial “productive, generative” (282)

Wetness



humour

fermented “boiled”, etymologically (281)



moisture (282)

Then the earth appears out of the water


(emergent “rising out of a liquid”)

Is it more masculine after the ‘feminine’ earth?


tumid “swelling”, ascend, “broad bare backs” ...!


-> enhances sense of dynamic creation ...

Main issue: notice sudden lack of “latinate words” here:

-“...when God said, Be gather’d now ye Waters under Heav’n / Into one place, and let dry Land appeer.”

And another reason for choosing this passage: it contains a few words of Latin that have both “fallen” and “pure” meanings

-The more etymological, purer meanings are possible because 

-the world is unfallen and 

-the narrator Raphael is pure.

Passage describing how the waters sort themselves out as the earth emerges (some go up fast and fiercely, some go round slowly, etc etc)

Less exciting: torrent rapture

-“If steep, with torrent rapture” (adjective + noun) (299) ‘roaring force of movement”

-torrere “scorch”, torrens, torrent- “scorching, boiling; roaring, rushing like a torrent”




Can anybody think of a modern adjective that ends in “ent”?






Current

-raptere, rapt- “seize” : noun meaning “the act of carrying, transport”


-I’ve changed my mind about this one since class




-rapture had other senses too, that Milton used elsewhere





-“Transport of mind, ecstasy”, “passionate excitement”






-perhaps goes with the fig. male / female stuff ...

-joy of new-created world? (anything fallen is our fault?)

serpent error ‘creeping wandering’


“If through Plaine ... with Serpent errour wandring” (302)



Latin “serpere, serpens” “to creep” -> “serpens, serpent-“ (sb use of prp.)



Latin “errare”: “to wander, to miss the right way, to make a mistake”

-the word “wandering” reinforces the “unfallen” meaning of “error”

-if we think of snakes and mistakes it’s because of our perspective, as readers in a world where humans Fall and language changes...

Christopher Ricks has argued that Milton does this to “thereby recreate something of the pre-lapsarian state of language”

-not actually recovering Adam’s language before the fall of mankind, but creating something imaginatively analogous to that language

But it’s hard for us to ignore the more recent meaning in favour of the more etymological one


-Stanley Fish: this technique forces the reader to admit that they live in a fallen world

-“By confronting the reader with a vocabulary bearing the taint of sin in a situation that could not possibly harbor it, Milton leaves him no choice but to acknowledge himself as the source and to lament” (notice ‘reader .. he’! old quotation...)

-emphasizes the deep sense of sorrow which lies behind Milton’s description of paradise

Law and love, Latin and Saxon

Shakespeare, sonnet 87

Donne, “Loves infiniteness”

Do we think of love and law and their lexicons as incongruous? 

-law: rational, detached, precise (think of technical terms like quietus ...)

-love: irrational, emotional, generous


-they do intersect at weddings!


-and some similar issues ... limits ...

Sonnet 87

-speaker and his lover separating / separate

-speaker uses extended legal metaphor

-says that lover gave himself by a mistake, as the result of a clerical error or misunderstanding, and is now entitled to leave

-misprision ‘misunderstanding, misinterpretation’

-effect of legal language?

-legal language arguably detached, depersonalizing



-though the ‘feminine’ rhymes convey a rather plaintive tone

-sets up contrast with couplet: stark contrast between past, dream, possession and present, waking, loss



-very ‘feeling’


-highlights disturbing ambiguity and imprecision of words like bonds
-precise words like “Charter”, “patent” are precise, clearly define rights and boundaries

-but other words are alarmingly ambiguous: “bonds”, “gave”, “gift”


-promises ...

Donne’s “Loves infiniteness”

-what does it mean to give all your love?

-“If yet I have not all thy love, Deare, I shall never have it all”

-“Or if then thou gavest mee all, All was but All, which thou hadst then”

-“Yet I would not have all yet, /Hee that hath all can have no more,”

-“If thou canst give it, then thou never gavest it”

-poet of grammar and syntax, little words 


-logic, persuasion: if, then, but, for ...


-ambiguity: have, all, give, love ...



-(vs the precision of technical terms ...)

