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Christoph Bode 

Crossing the Border - Closing a Gap: 
Notes on the Hermeneutics of Teaching English Poetry to 

Foreign Students 

T h e r e i s i n D a v i d L o d g e ' s e x t r e m e l y f u n n y " a d a d e m i c r o m a n c e " Small 

World a n i n e v e r y sense o f the w o r d p e r i p h e r a l c h a r a c t e r b y the n a m e o f A k i r a 

S a k a z a k i , w h o teaches E n g l i s h at T o k y o U n i v e r s i t y a n d i n h i s s p a r e t i m e 

t rans lates i n t o J a p a n e s e the latest , t h o u g h n o t q u i t e f r e s h n o v e l , Could Try 

Harder, o f a f o r m e r a n g r y y o u n g m a n , R o n a l d F r o b i s h e r . C o n s c i e n t i o u s A k i r a 

S a k a z a k i , to b e s u r e , t r ies v e r y h a r d to u n d e r s t a n d F r o b i s h e r ' s E n g l i s h a n d to 

r e n d e r a f a i t h f u l a n d c o n g e n i a l t r a n s l a t i o n , b u t h e r u n s i n t o e n o r m o u s d i f f i 

c u l t i e s b e c a u s e the k i n d o f E n g l i s h F r o b i s h e r ' s f i c t i o n a l c h a r a c t e r s s p e a k i s d e 

c i d e d l y n o n - s t a n d a r d a n d h i g h l y i d i o m a t i c . In h i s p l i g h t , S a k a z a k i b o m b a r d s 

F r o b i s h e r w i t h a é r o g r a m m e s a s k i n g f o r c l a r i f i c a t i o n o f p o i n t s s u c h as the f o l 

l o w i n g : 

p. 107, 3 down. "Bugger me, but I feel like some faggots tonight. " 
Does Ernie mean that he feels a sudden desire for homosexual intercourse? If 
so, why does he mention this to his wife?1 

Page 86, 7 up. "And a bit of spare on the back seat." Is it a spare tyre that 
Enoch keeps on the back seat of his car?2 

F r o b i s h e r , r e a d i n g t h i s to h i s w i f e I r m a , is a l l u n d e r s t a n d i n g : 

"I m e a n , y o u c a n see the p r o b l e m , " s a y s R o n a l d . "It's a p e r f e c t l y n a t u r a l 
m i s t a k e . I m e a n , w h y does 'a b i t o f s p a r e ' m e a n sex?" 
"I d o n ' t k n o w , " s a y s I r m a , t u r n i n g a p a g e . " Y o u t e l l m e . Y o u ' r e the 
w r i t e r . " 
"Page 93, 2 down. 'Enoch 'e went spare.' Does this mean Enoch went to get a 

T h e F r e n c h f o r L o n d o n is P a r i s . 

E u g è n e Ionesco 

I. Proem 

O r : 
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spare part for his car? Y o u ' v e got to fee l s o r r y f o r the b l o k e . H e ' s n e v e r 
b e e n to E n g l a n d , w h i c h m a k e s i t a l l the m o r e d i f f i c u l t . " 3 

W h e n this is r e a d b y a n o n - n a t i v e s p e a k e r o f E n g l i s h , t h i s fictional i t e m o f 

c r o s s - c u l t u r a l n o n - u n d e r s t a n d i n g o r m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g takes o n a v e r y in ter 

e s t i n g n e w q u a l i t y : T h e text, b y a n a l o g y , re fers p a r t l y to i ts b e i n g r e a d a n d , 

w h e r e n o e x p l a n a t i o n s a r e p r o v i d e d , p a r a d o x i c a l l y s tages a n d t h e m a t i z e s the 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f i ts n o t b e i n g u n d e r s t o o d . W h a t i s m o r e , the text as i t w e r e m i r 

r o r s the v e r y s i t u a t i o n i n w h i c h i t i s b e i n g r e a d a n d u n d e r s t o o d o r n o t u n d e r 

s t o o d : It b e c o m e s a n i n s t a n c e o f a S a k a z a k i r e a d i n g i f i t i s n o t u n d e r s t o o d , a n 

i n s t a n c e o f a F r o b i s h e r r e a d i n g i f i t is . S o , n o n - n a t i v e s p e a k e r s e i t h e r f i n d 

t h e m s e l v e s i n S a k a z a k i ' s shoes a n d the j o k e i s o n t h e m (but lost o n t h e m , 

too) - o r they h a v e b e c o m e , b y v i r t u e of t h e i r a c q u i r e d l i n g u i s t i c a n d c u l t u r a l 

c o m p e t e n c e , h o n o r a r y E n g l i s h m e n a n d - w o m e n , w h o c a n s m i l e a b o u t the l i t 

tle S a k a z a k i s i n t h e m a l l . T h e y are F r o b i s h e r s w i t h a pas t , F r o b i s h e r s w i t h a n 

extra c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d . 

T h e s i t u a t i o n e m b l e m a t i c a l l y e n c a p s u l a t e s m u c h o f w h a t c r o s s - c u l t u r a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g is a l l a b o u t : L e a r n e r s w i d e n t h e i r h o r i z o n s b y a d o p t i n g a d d i 

t i o n a l l i n g u i s t i c a n d c u l t u r a l p e r s p e c t i v e s , b y g a i n i n g access to n e w i n f o r m a 

t i o n , a n d , p e r h a p s the k e y s t o n e o f i t a l l b y a c q u i r i n g n e w w a y s of processing 

i n f o r m a t i o n , n e w and o l d . O n c e this p r o c e s s o f f a m i l i a r i s a t i o n has r e a c h e d a 

c e r t a i n p o i n t , they "can' t g o h o m e a g a i n " , 4 because b o t h " t h e y " a n d " h o m e " 

h a v e b e c o m e d i f f e r e n t f r o m w h a t they u s e d to be , p u t i n t o p e r s p e c t i v e as they 

h a v e b e e n . B u t they c a n n o t l e a v e h o m e e i ther , c a r r y i n g i t w i t h t h e m a l l the i r 

l i v e s . T h i s i s w h y they h a v e a r e m a r k a b l e a d v a n t a g e o v e r M e s s r s . F r o b i s h e r 

a n d L o d g e : their " T o k y o " , w h e r e v e r i t m a y b e , is n o t the c l i c h é d c a r i c a t u r e w e 

f i n d i n Small World, a n d the i r " L o n d o n " , i t m a y be a s s u m e d , isn ' t e i ther . T o 

h a v e to learn E n g l i s h as a f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e a n d to h a v e to en ter a d i f f e r e n t 

c u l t u r e l a b o r i o u s l y , s tep b y s tep , i s a n e n o r m o u s asset, n o t a l i a b i l i t y ; i t is a n 

u n e a r n e d p r i v i l e g e , d e n i e d to those w h o a r e s i m p l y b o r n i n t o it : It i s to be 

f e a r e d that they m a y h a r d l y e v e r k n o w w h a t i t m e a n s to b o t h share the f u n 

that i s m a d e o f n o n - n a t i v e s p e a k e r s and to p e r c e i v e , at the s a m e t i m e , the i n 

s u l a r i t y a n d p a r o c h i a l i s m this k i n d o f h u m o u r b e s p e a k s . 

T h e f o l l o w i n g i s a n a t t e m p t to s p e c i f y w h a t l i t e r a t u r e , a n d p o e t r y i n p a r 

ticular, c a n c o n t r i b u t e to the t e a c h i n g of E n g l i s h as a f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e a n d a n 

3 Ibid. 
4 Ac ton , W i l l i a m R. and Judith Walker de Felix. "Acculturat ion and M i n d " i n Valdes 

(21987), 20-29, here 28. 
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assessment of the v a r i o u s h e r a i e n e u t i c a l p r o c e d u r e s i m p l i e d b y d i f f e r e n t a p 

p r o a c h e s . 

Π. The positivistic paradox, or, the reading of literature as painting by 
numbers 

W h e n l i t e r a r y texts are i n t r o d u c e d i n f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e t e a c h i n g ( a n d there 

are s o m e w h o say this s h o u l d n o t be d o n e at a l l , because they b e l i e v e i t i s d i s 

t r a c t i n g a n d d i s o r i e n t a t i n g o r r u n s o t h e r w i s e c o u n t e r to the i r e d u c a t i o n a l 

a i m s ) , 5 i t is m o s t l y for t w o d i f f e r e n t reasons : e i ther to teach c u l t u r e , o r to teach 

l a n g u a g e . If y o u r a i m is the t e a c h i n g o f a f o r e i g n c u l t u r e , y o u w i l l d o best to 

p i c k l i t e r a r y texts w h i c h are h i g h l y " t y p i c a l " i n the sense that they c o n t a i n , ex

p l i c i t l y o r i m p l i c i t l y , a lot o f s p e c i f i c i n f o r m a t i o n o n the target c u l t u r e , i ts 

charac ter i s t i c traits , i d i o s y n c r a c i e s , t r a d i t i o n s , etc. H o w e v e r , i f y o u i n t r o d u c e 

s u c h a l i t e r a r y text f a i r l y e a r l y i n y o u r u n i t , y o u r s t u d e n t s w i l l s t i l l l a c k a n 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the v e r y i n f o r m a t i o n the text c o n t a i n s a n d y o u r m a i n a c t i v 

i t y w i l l then be to e x p l a i n ( in the m o s t p e d e s t r i a n sense of the w o r d ) w h a t i t 

m e a n s w h e n it says this a n d that. It s h o u l d be c lear that th is k i n d of " r e a d i n g " 

o f a l i t e r a r y text for a n o n - l i t e r a r y p u r p o s e i s , s t r i c t ly s p e a k i n g , n o r e a d i n g o f 

i t at a l l . T h e text is s i m p l y t a k e n as a sort o f s p r i n g - b o a r d to s o m e t h i n g that is 

e x t r a n e o u s to i t , as a m e r e o c c a s i o n to talk a b o u t s o m e t h i n g else. In this a p 

p r o a c h , the l i t e r a r y text is u s e d as j u m p i n g - o f f p lace - o n c e y o u ' v e j u m p e d , i t 

h o l d s n o interest i n i tsel f w h a t s o e v e r . It s e r v e d a n a u x i l i a r y f u n c t i o n , a n d that 

i s i t . 

If, o n the o t h e r h a n d , y o u r s t u d e n t s h a v e a l r e a d y b e c o m e q u i t e f a m i l i a r 

w i t h the subject o f y o u r u n i t as a r e s u l t of y o u r t e a c h i n g w i t h n o n - l i t e r a r y 

m a t e r i a l s a n d y o u i n t r o d u c e a p o e m o r a shor t s t o r y la ter i n the u n i t , the re

s u l t w i l l be s o m e w h a t d i f f e r e n t , t h o u g h n o t b a s i c a l l y so: N o w s t u d e n t s w i l l be 

i n a p o s i t i o n to r e - i d e n t i f y for t h e m s e l v e s i n the l i t e r a r y text those b i t s of c u l 

t u r a l , h i s t o r i c a l , i d e o l o g i c a l etc. i n f o r m a t i o n that they h a v e b e e n a c q u a i n t e d 

w i t h before . B u t a g a i n , i t w o u l d be d i f f i c u l t to c l a i m that w h a t they d o is i n 

a n y s e r i o u s sense of the w o r d a reading of the l i t e r a r y text as a literary text. In 

fact , w h a t they d o a m o u n t s to l i t t le m o r e t h a n the e q u i v a l e n t to p a i n t i n g b y 

n u m b e r s : T e x t u a l e l e m e n t s a re s c h e m a t i c a l l y i d e n t i f i e d a n d p u t i n t o a o n e - t o -

o n e r e l a t i o n w i t h " rea l i ty " . T h e task is c o m p l e t e d , the p o e m " e x p l a i n e d " , w h e n 

a l l the m a j o r b l a n k s are f i l l e d , i .e . r e l a t e d to s o m e t h i n g o u t s i d e the text. 

5 Valdes mentions some objections i n "Culture in Literature" (see Valdes, 21987,143f.), 
as does W i d d o w s o n in "The Teaching, Learning ana Study of Literature" 
( Q u i r k / W i d d o w s o n , 1985,180ff.). 
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In b o t h cases, therefore , the m o v e m e n t i s away f r o m the text, i ts t rea tment 

i s t a n g e n t i a l . O f c o u r s e , n e i t h e r s t u d e n t s n o r teacher are to b e b l a m e d f o r this . 

It i s a n i n e v i t a b l e c o n s e q u e n c e o f t h e i r a p p r o a c h . O n c e l i t e r a t u r e i s s t u d i e d "as 

e v i d e n c e f o r s o m e t h i n g e l s e " , 6 n o t f o r i ts o w n sake , the w e l l - k n o w n " f l i g h t 

f r o m the t e x t " 7 i s p r e - p r o g r a m m e d . W h e n y o u use l i t e r a r y texts as s o c i a l , h i s 

t o r i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l d o c u m e n t s , d e l i b e r a t e l y e c l i p s i n g t h e i r l i t e rary-aes the t i c 

d i m e n s i o n , w h a t else c a n y o u expect? W h e n y o u treat a l i t e r a r y text as a n y 

o t h e r n o n - f i c t i o n a l o r n o n - p o e t i c text, then - i t i s a n o b s e r v a t i o n c lose to t a u 

t o l o g y - i t w i l l r e s p o n d o n the v e r y s a m e l e v e l as y o u p u t y o u r q u e s t i o n s . 8 

Y o u get w h a t y o u d e s e r v e , b u t c e r t a i n l y n o t the m o s t o u t o f i t . 

Just h o w m u c h this r e d u c t i o n of the l i t e r a r y text i s the r e s u l t of the c h o s e n 

a p p r o a c h to l i t e r a t u r e c a n be seen f r o m w h a t I w o u l d c a l l the p o s i t i v i s t i c 

p a r a d o x : T h e bet ter y o u r c h o i c e o f text has b e e n i n t e r m s o f c u l t u r a l t e a c h i n g , 

the less the text w i l l be seen as a l i t e rary-aes thet i c c o n s t r u c t . T h e m o r e s p e c i f i c 

i t i s to the target c u l t u r e a n d the m o r e p r o d u c t i v e i t s e e m s i n te rms o f c ross -

c u l t u r a l m e d i a t i o n , the less i t w i l l serve as a n i l l u s t r a t i o n o f w h a t the i n d i g e 

n o u s l i t e r a t u r e i s l i k e a n d c a n d o . If that i sn ' t a c a t c h 22 ... 

T h i s e v e n h o l d s t rue i f n o n e o f those e n g a g e d i n the c l a s s r o o m s i t u a t i o n i s 

c o n s c i o u s l y p u r s u i n g a p o s i t i v i s t i c a p p r o a c h - e v e n a g a i n s t the teacher's best 

i n t e n t i o n s a t e n d e n c y to " e x p l a i n " a h i g h l y c u l t u r e - s p e c i f i c l i t e r a r y text w i t h 

r e c o u r s e to e x t r a - t e x t u a l r e a l i t y w i l l n e c e s s a r i l y e s t a b l i s h i tsel f . T h e p o s i t i v i s t i c 

a p p r o a c h to l i t e r a t u r e is n o t s o m e t h i n g that m u s t b e d e l i b e r a t e l y c h o s e n - i t i s 

" a l w a y s a l r e a d y " there, w h e t h e r y o u l i k e i t o r n o t , w h e n y o u u s e l i t e r a t u r e to 

teach something else. 

O n e w a y to c o u n t e r the o l d f o r m a l i s t / s t r u c t u r a l i s t r e p r o a c h that the p o s i 

t i v i s t s y s t e m a t i c a l l y e v a d e s a n d c i r c u m v e n t s h i s subject a n d t a l k s a b o u t a n y 

t h i n g else b u t the l i t e r a r y t e x t 9 w o u l d b e to e m b r a c e i t a n d s a y : Y e s , b u t w e 

n e v e r m a d e a n y o t h e r c l a i m s . W e d o u s e l i t e r a t u r e as a h a n d m a i d e n a n d , f o r 

u s , there l ies n o " r e d u c t i o n " i n th is , because the job w a s a d v e r t i s e d as that o f a 

h a n d m a i d e n . 

6 W i d d o w s o n (1977), 78. 
7 Michael H . Short and Christopher N . C a n d l i n . "Teaching Study Skil ls for Engl ish 

Literature" i n Brumfi t /Car ter (*1987), 89-109, here 89. 
8 Cf. W i d d o w s o n (21977), 79: "What does Tintern Abbey tell us about Wordsworth 's 

philosophy? What do w e learn about Vic tor ian L o n d o n by reading Oliver Twist? and 
so on. The point about questions of this sort is that they reduce literature to the level 
of conventional statement about ordinary reality. [..) Questions such as these, then, 
are not directed at the specifically literary nature of literature: instead they treat lit
erature as a source of information such as we might treat conventional forms of dis
course l ike a historical document, a philosophical treatise, a sociological question
naire." 

9 Cf. Bode (1983), 50ff. 
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T h i s d e f e n c e is , I t h i n k , n o t p a r t i c u l a r l y c o n v i n c i n g . F o r o n e , i t l eaves u n 

e x p l a i n e d w h y o n e s h o u l d i n t r o d u c e l i t e r a r y texts f o r n o n - l i t e r a r y p u r p o s e s at 

a l l . T h i n k i n g o f the e n o r m o u s s e m i o t i c extra p o t e n t i a l c o m m o n l y a s c r i b e d to 

l i t e r a r y texts (a p o i n t to w h i c h I s h a l l c o m e b a c k later , i n I V ) , i t s eems a b i t l i k e 

b u y i n g a P o r s c h e to d o one ' s last m i n u t e s h o p p i n g r o u n d the c o r n e r . Sec

o n d l y , the f l a w of this a p p r o a c h is n o t o n l y o n e o f d u b i o u s e c o n o m y , of 

c h o o s i n g s o m e t h i n g e x t r a o r d i n a r y to d o s o m e t h i n g o r d i n a r y , i t a l s o i n v o l v e s a 

v e r y s e r i o u s disorientation o f the l e a r n e r i n that i t i n c i t e s h i m to r e a d a f i c t i o n a l 

o r p o e t i c text i n a d i f f e rent w a y f r o m h o w i t is a c t u a l l y r e a d i n the target c u l 

ture . T o i n d u c e s o m e b o d y to r e a d a f i c t i o n a l o r poe t i c text as i f i t w e r e not a 

f i c t i o n a l o r p o e t i c text is to e n c o u r a g e misreading i n i ts c r u d e s t f o r m . T h e p o i n t 

b e a r s r e p e t i t i o n : to r e a d a p o e m as i f i t w e r e not a p o e m , to r e a d a s h o r t s t o r y 

as i f i t w e r e n o t a s h o r t s t o r y , en ta i l s the m o s t f u n d a m e n t a l m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

p o s s i b l e i n t e x t u a l matters . T h i s s h o u l d n o t be t a k e n l i g h t l y : If i n t e a c h i n g 

c u l t u r e this m o s t bas ic d i s t i n c t i o n o f c u l t u r a l / t e x t u a l practice i s d e n i e d , w h e n 

a n d w h e r e w i l l the d a m a g e e v e r b e m a d e g o o d ? 

T h e c h a r g e aga ins t the p o s i t i v i s t i c m i s r e a d i n g of l i t e r a t u r e i n t e a c h i n g a 

f o r e i g n culture has been p h r a s e d i n v e r y g e n e r a l terms : to s t u d y l i t e r a t u r e for 

something else i s to neglect i ts charac ter a n d s p e c i f i c i t y . T h e s a m e c a n , o f 

c o u r s e , be h e l d a g a i n s t its use as m a t e r i a l f o r language t e a c h i n g . F o r i f the fo 

c u s i s o n l i n g u i s t i c pat terns , v o c a b u l a r y etc., the l i t e r a r y text as literary text 

m u s t be our of focus. N o t h i n g c o u l d b e m o r e o b v i o u s . A s the late A l b e r t H e n r y 

M a r c k w a r d t p u t i t , " the use o f l i t e r a r y texts as d r i l l m a t e r i a l s f o r the a c q u i s i 

tion of l a n g u a g e s k i l l s [is] t o t a l l y i n a p p r o p r i a t e . " 1 0 T h e s i t u a t i o n i n b o t h 

f i e l d s - c u l t u r e t e a c h i n g a n d l a n g u a g e t e a c h i n g - b e i n g v i r t u a l l y the s a m e , i t 

f o l l o w s that a c o m b i n a t i o n o f the t w o c a n h a r d l y a l l e v i a t e the p r e d i c a m e n t . T o 

sugges t , as h a s been d o n e , that l i t e r a r y texts s h o u l d be u s e d f o r the c o m b i n e d 

p u r p o s e of t e a c h i n g a f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e and a f o r e i g n c u l t u r e i s o n l y tanta

m o u n t , I t h i n k , to c o n n i v i n g at the p e r p e t u a t i o n of l i t e ra ture ' s d o u b l e s u b j u 

g a t i o n . 

T h i s b e i n g so , o n e c o u l d eas i ly s y m p a t h i z e w i t h those w h o b e l i e v e that 

r a t h e r t h a n e n c o u r a g e the m i s r e a d i n g a n d m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f l i t e r a t u r e i n 

f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e t e a c h i n g , o n e s h o u l d n o t i n t r o d u c e l i t e r a t u r e i n s u c h c o u r s e s 

at a l l . I d o b e l i e v e , h o w e v e r , that there is a f u n c t i o n f o r l i t e r a t u r e i n th i s c o n 

text beyond the " h a n d m a i d " f u n c t i o n d e l i n e a t e d a b o v e , a n d a n e x t r e m e l y v a l u 

a b l e f u n c t i o n , too. B u t be fore I s k e t c h h o w the t e a c h i n g o f l i t e r a t u r e qua l i t e r 

a t u r e c a n p o w e r f u l l y assist the t e a c h i n g o f f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e s w i t h o u t y e t b e -

1 0 Marckwardt (1978), 69. 
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i n g c o n f i n e d to a m e r e l y auxiliary p o s i t i o n - the s e e m i n g c o n t r a d i c t i o n is d e 

l ibera te -1 m e a n to re fute a n a r g u m e n t w h i c h , I t h i n k , d e f e n d s the use o f l i ter 

a t u r e i n f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e t e a c h i n g w i t h d e f e c t i v e reasons . 

It i s c o m m o n k n o w l e d g e t o d a y that there i s n o s u c h t h i n g as " l i t e r a r y l a n 

g u a g e " , n o l i n g u i s t i c differentia specifica that w o u l d be s h a r e d b y a l l l i t e r a r y 

texts, b u t be l a c k i n g i n a l l o thers . D e v i a n t use of l a n g u a g e is n e i t h e r a s u f f i 

c ient n o r a necessary c o n d i t i o n of l i t e r a t u r e . " L i t e r a r i n e s s " i s not a tex

t u a l / l i n g u i s t i c feature , b u t a p r a g m a t i c c a t e g o r y - i t i s n o t the s t a r t i n g p o i n t 

f o r o u r r e a d i n g , b u t the result o f o u r p r o c e s s i n g the text a c c o r d i n g to i n t e r p r e 

tive s trategies c u l t u r a l l y m e d i a t e d a n d c u l t u r a l l y set a p a r t f r o m o t h e r r e a d i n g 

strategies . It i s o u r f o c u s s i n g o n the text i n a s p e c i a l w a y that b r i n g s o u t i ts 

" l i t e r a r y " f e a t u r e s . 1 1 

F o r a m o m e n t i t s eems as i f th is has p u l l e d the r u g f r o m u n d e r the a b o v e 

c o m p l a i n t s a b o u t the " r e d u c t i o n " of l i t e r a t u r e a n d the n e g l e c t o f i ts "character" 

etc. If the " l i t e r a r i n e s s " o f a text is n o t a t e x t u a l / l i n g u i s t i c f e a t u r e , let a l o n e a n 

"essence", b u t " o n l y " the r e s u l t o f o u r t r e a t i n g i t as s u c h , h o w c a n there l i e a 

d i s p a r a g e m e n t i n a d i f f e r e n t use? In o t h e r w o r d s : i f a l l texts are b a s i c a l l y the 

s a m e a n d o p e n to " l i t e r a r y " as w e l l as " n o n - l i t e r a r y " r e a d i n g s , w h y p l e a d a 

s p e c i a l case f o r " l i t e r a t u r e " at a l l ? 1 2 T h e o p p o s i t i o n s e e m s a s p e c i o u s o n e , a n d 

the a r g u m e n t w o r k s b o t h w a y s : f o r a n i n c l u s i o n o f s o - c a l l e d " l i t e r a r y " texts i n 

f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e t e a c h i n g and f o r the p o s s i b i l i t y o f " n o n - l i t e r a r y " r e a d i n g s of 

t h e m , s h o u l d the n e e d ar ise . 

T h i s , h o w e v e r , i s a b l a t a n t non sequitur, a n d a g r a v e m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

the ant i -essent ia l i s t c o n c e p t of " l i t e rar iness " : F r o m the i d e a that " l i t e r a r i n e s s " i s 

n o t a t e x t u a l / l i n g u i s t i c feature b u t a p r a g m a t i c c a t e g o r y , i t d o e s not f o l l o w 

that a l l texts a re b a s i c a l l y the s a m e . Q u i t e o n the c o n t r a r y , the d i f f e r e n t u s a g e s 

to w h i c h they are p u t i n a spec i f i c c u l t u r e are a determining factor that m u s t o n 

a l l a c c o u n t s be t a k e n i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n . A s there are n o texts o u t s i d e c u l t u r a l 

prac t i ce , i t is i m p o s s i b l e to i g n o r e a n d neglec t how they a r e a c t u a l l y r e a d a n d 

p r o c e s s e d i n a g i v e n c u l t u r e . T h e s e are s o c i a l facts a n d to s p e a k o f texts as i f 

they e x i s t e d i n a s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l v a c u u m is to f a l l i n t o a n e w k i n d of t e x t u a l 

e s s e n t i a l i s m a n d o b j e c t i v i s m i n the v e r y act o f r e f u t i n g the o l d one . T h e r e i s 

n o text "as s u c h " , n o text a p a r t f r o m its b e i n g r e a d i n a h i s t o r i c a l l y a n d c u l t u r 

a l l y concre te s i t u a t i o n . T h e r e f o r e , to r e a d a text w h i c h b y c u l t u r a l prac t i ce has 

b e e n s t a b i l i z e d as a " l i t e r a r y " o n e as i f i t w e r e n o t i s s t i l l a fundamental mis

reading, e v e n if , y e s , e s p e c i a l l y i f y o u d o n o t b e l i e v e i n t e x t u a l o b j e c t i v i s m o r 

t e x t u a l e s s e n t i a l i s m . T h e g a u g e is s t i l l there , o n l y i t i s n o l o n g e r a h i s t o r i c a l , 

1 1 Cf. Bode (1988), 340-378; Fish (1980); Brumfi t /Car ter (1987), 5ff. 
1 2 Cf. Bex (1988), 124,126. 



The Hermeneu tics of Teaching English Poetry 171 

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l a n d abso lu te , b u t f o u n d i n the p r a c t i c e o f a c u l t u r a l c o m m u 

n i t y . 

T o treat a l i k e all texts a c u l t u r e has p r o d u c e d , n o m a t t e r i n w h i c h genre 

they h a v e been p o s i t i o n e d , i s a n a b s u r d i d e a . W h a t e v e r the i r m o t i v e s , those 

w h o c h e r i s h this i d e a a n d act a c c o r d i n g l y c a n h a r d l y re fer to the f u n c t i o n a l i s t 

c o n c e p t o f l i te rar iness as s u p p o r t f o r the i r stance. 

W h e n y o u teach l a n g u a g e , c u l t u r e a n d l i t e r a t u r e , i t m a k e s g o o d 

sense - d o e s i t not? - to accept w h a t c o u n t s as l a n g u a g e , c u l t u r e a n d l i t e r a t u r e 

i n y o u r target soc ie ty . 

III. A case in point: the poetry of John Betjeman 

L e t u s take a c loser l o o k at the a b o v e stated p a r a d o x , v i z . that the m o r e 

c u l t u r e - s p e c i f i c a l i t e r a r y text i s , the less i t w i l l s e r v e to i l l u s t r a t e w h a t the i n 

d i g e n o u s l i t e ra ture is l i k e a n d c a n d o , because a l l the extra i n f o r m a t i o n i n d i s 

p e n s a b l e to a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the "area s t u d i e s " s i d e o f the text w i l l i n 

e v i t a b l y d is t rac t a t ten t ion f r o m i ts l i t e r a r y a n d p o e t i c q u a l i t i e s - let u s l o o k at 

th i s p a r a d o x b y w a y o f a s e e m i n g l y e x t r e m e e x a m p l e , the p o e t r y o f S i r J o h n 

B e t j e m a n . 

T h e Encyclopaedia Britannica i n f o r m s u s that B e t j e m a n (1906-1984), w h o 

w a s k n i g h t e d i n 1969 a n d b e c a m e p o e t laureate i n 1972, i s a 

p o e t w h o s e nos ta lg ia f o r the n e a r past , exact sense o f p l a c e , a n d p r e c i s e 
r e n d e r i n g o f s o c i a l n u a n c e m a d e h i m w i d e l y r e a d i n E n g l a n d at a t i m e 
w h e n m u c h o f w h a t h e w r o t e a b o u t w a s r a p i d l y v a n i s h i n g . [...] H i s c e l 
e b r a t i o n o f the m o r e se t t led B r i t a i n o f y e s t e r y e a r s e e m e d to t o u c h a re
s p o n s i v e c h o r d i n a p u b l i c s u f f e r i n g the u p r o o t e d n e s s o f w a r a n d i ts 
austere a f t e r m a t h . 1 3 

G o d f r e y S m i t h ' s The English Companion: An Idiosyncratic A to Ζ of England 

and Englishness has a n e n t r y o n Bet j eman - t w i c e as l o n g as that o n 

L a r k i n - w h i c h b e g i n s , 

It has b e e n o b s e r v e d o f Bet jeman's w o r k that i t g i v e s y o u the k e y to a 
p a s t w h i c h y o u w i l l i n s t a n t l y r e c o g n i s e even if you were never mere. F e w 
k e y w o r d s i n the l u m b e r r o o m o f e v e r y E n g l i s h m a n ' s m i n d ( O v a l t i n e , 
S t u r m e y - A r c h e r b i c y c l e s , H o m e a n d C o l o n i a l stores) are n o t m e m o -

1 3 s.v. Betjeman. 
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r a b l y e m b e d d e d i n h i s oeuvre. H i s i n i m i t a b l e a r t i f i c e has t r a n s m u t e d 
these f o l k m e m o r i e s i n t o a r t . 1 4 

I n d e e d , here w e h a v e a l r e a d y the e l e m e n t s that r e c u r t i m e a n d a g a i n i n a l l 

a p p r e c i a t i o n s o f Bet jeman's r o l e a n d s t a n d i n g i n p o s t - w a r E n g l i s h p o e t r y a n d 

that a l l m a r k h i m as a h i g h l y " c u l t u r e - s p e c i f i c " p o e t : 

1. H e is c h a r a c t e r i z e d as b e i n g " q u i n t e s s e n b a l l y E n g l i s h " , 1 5 as d i s p l a y i n g 

a n "essent ia l E n g l i s h n e s s " , 1 6 a n d w r i t i n g a k i n d o f p o e t r y w h i c h s o m e t i m e s 

m a k e s c r i t i c s w o n d e r , " W h a t sor t of sense [...] d o e s M r B e t j e m a n m a k e to the 

r e a d e r a b r o a d - to s o m e o n e o u t s i d e o u r i s l a n d e thos? Is h e c h i e f l y a n a u t h o r 

f o r e x p o r t o r f o r h o m e c o n s u m p t i o n o n l y ? " 1 7 P h i l i p L a r k i n ' s a n s w e r to that 

w a s c l e a r a n d i n the n e g a t i v e : Bet jeman's p o e t r y w a s s u c h a " S p e c i a l , E n g l i s h 

t h i n g " that " w i t h i ts w e a l t h o f l o c a l a l l u s i o n a n d l o c a l s e n t i m e n t , its h i g h -

p i t c h e d titter, [it] d o e s s h u t a d o o r i n the face o f A m e r i c a n o r E u r o p e a n v i s i 

t o r s . " 1 8 B u t , o f c o u r s e , a l t h o u g h " i ts a p p e a l i s timi t ed to those w h o share i ts 

c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d , " 1 9 Be t jeman's p o e t r y m i g h t , o n the o t h e r h a n d a n d for 

mat very reason, w e l l s e r v e "as a k i n d o f i m a g i n a t i v e B a e d e k e r , m a s t e r y o f 

w h i c h b y the over -seas r e a d e r s confers a c l e a r sense o f p r e s e n t E n g l i s h l i v 

i n g . " 2 0 

2. T h e e x t r a o r d i n a r y c o m m e r c i a l success o f Be t j eman ' s p o e t r y - h i s Col

lected Poems (1958) s o l d m o r e t h a n 100,000 c o p i e s i n a c o m p a r a t i v e l y s h o r t 

time a n d s a l e s w i s e he m u s t be the m o s t p o p u l a r E n g l i s h p o e t a f ter W o r l d W a r 

Π - i s h i g h l y i n d i c a t i v e o f a p r e v a l e n t m o o d i n c e r t a i n s e c t i o n s o f B r i t i s h s o c i 

e ty . It is t rue that the r e c o g n i t i o n o f h i s success s o m e t i m e s takes the f o r m o f a 

d o u b l e - e d g e d c o m p l i m e n t ("Sir J o h n B e t j e m a n [...] i s k n o w n to a n d a d m i r e d 

b y t h o u s a n d s o f h i s c o u n t r y m e n w h o s e l d o m r e a d a n d n e v e r b u y a v o l u m e b y 

a n y o t h e r l i v i n g p o e t . " 2 1 ) . It i s a l s o t rue that, a p a r t f r o m L a r k i n ' s pra i se , Betje

m a n ' s p o e t r y has f o u n d f e w p r o f e s s i o n a l a d m i r e r s , b u t m a n y de t rac tors ( John 

W a i n c a s t i g a t e d "the w r i t e r ' s a l m o s t c o m p l e t e l a c k o f the s k i l l s of the t rue 

poet , h i s w o o d e n t e c h n i q u e , h i s w a t e r - c o l o u r s s l a p p e d at the c a n v a s , h i s i n c u 

riosity a b o u t l i t e r a r y a r t . " 2 2 ) . B u t the p o p u l a r i t y o f " that b e l a t e d E d w a r d i a n " 2 3 

1 4 s.v. Betjeman. 
1 5 Clarke (1983), 58. 
1 6 Stanford (1961b), 15. 
1 7 Ibid. 
1 8 Quoted in Clarke (1983), 65. 
1 9 Press (1974), 49. 
2 0 Stanford (1961b), 15. Stanford formulated this as a ques t ion H i s book was published 

i n 1961 and I believe the use of "present" was questionable even then. 
2 1 So the blurb to John Press's book on Betjeman. 
2 2 W a i n (1963), 171; cf. Thwaite (1985), 7: "The appointment of Sir John Betjeman as 

Poet Laureate towards the end of 19/2 was greeted i n many quarters wi th tne sort of 
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o r e v e n " V i c t o r i a n " 2 4 r e m a i n s a n i n d i s p u t a b l e s o c i a l a n d c u l t u r a l fact. O n e 

m a y say that " M r Bet jeman's p o e t r y i s s t u d d e d w i t h the l a n d m a r k s o f o n e 

w h o s e l i fe h a s been a p a r t o f the l i t e r a r y u p p e r - m i d d l e - c l a s s E s t a b l i s h m e n t , " 2 5 

o r that "the E n g l i s h l i f e " he d e p i c t s i s that "of s o u t h e r n E n g l a n d i n the m i d d l e -

M i d d l e o r u p p e r - M i d d l e c l a s s , " 2 6 a n d m a y a d d that h i s n o s t a l g i a meets the 

n e e d s o f that p a r t i c u l a r c l a s s . 2 7 B u t the v e r y fact that th is i s so - that h i s w r i t 

i n g s h a v e b e e n i n tune w i t h " the c u l t u r a l t e m p e r o f these p o s t - w a r y e a r s 

[ w h i c h ] i s d e c i d e d l y i n s u l a r " 2 8 - i s a f u r t h e r r e a s o n to p i c k Bet jeman's p o e t r y 

as a n e x a m p l e for c u l t u r e - s p e c i f i c l i t e ra ture : h i s p o e t r y i s w h a t i n i m p o r t a n t 

sec t ions of B r i t i s h society c o u n t s as p o e t r y . < 

3. T h e t h i r d reason that q u a l i f i e s Be t j eman as a v e r y c u l t u r e - s p e c i f i c poe t 

i n d e e d l ies i n a s p e c i a l t e c h n i q u e b y w h i c h he a c h i e v e s b o t h h i s " E n g l i s h n e s s " 

a n d h i s a p p e a l i n g n o s t a l g i a . It i s h i s s y s t e m a t i c use o f concre te , n a m e d d e t a i l , 

h i s " h a b i t o f p a r t i c u l a r i z a t i o n " : 

It m i g h t be s a i d of Be t j eman that he n e v e r , i f he c a n h e l p i t , ca l l s a s p a d e 
a s p a d e : i f he h a p p e n e d to b e w r i t i n g a b o u t s p a d e s , as l i k e l y as n o t he 
w o u l d refer to t h e m b y the n a m e o f the i r m a n u f a c t u r e r . F o r e x a m p l e , 
h e s e l d o m speaks of a m o t o r - c a r tout court: i t i s n e a r l y a l w a y s a n A r r o l -
J o h n s t o n , a H u p m o b i l e , a H i l l m a n M i n x a n d so f o r t h . S i m i l a r l y w i t h 
c lo thes , s h a m p o o s , l e m o n a d e , m a r m e l a d e , etc., etc.: n e a r l y a l l are g i v e n 
the i r b r a n d - n a m e s o r those o f the i r m a k e r s - e .g. , W i n d s m o o r , D r e n e , 
K i a - O r a , C o o p e r ' s O x f o r d . 2 9 

Bet jeman's i m a g i n a t i o n i s concre te a n d p a r t i c u l a r , 3 0 e s p e c i a l l y so w i t h re

g a r d to p l a c e a n d b u i l d i n g s . B e i n g a n e x p e r t i n a r c h i t e c t u r e a n d t o p o g r a p h y , 

he d r a w s o n h i s i m m e n s e k n o w l e d g e i n these f i e l d s a n d " d e l i g h t s i n d e s c r i b 

i n g p laces a n d b u i l d i n g s not f o r the i r i n t r i n s i c v a l u e b u t f o r the i r h u m a n asso

c i a t i o n s " 3 1 - a n d the i r c u l t u r a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , o n e m i g h t a d d . F o r B e t j e m a n , ar 

c h i t e c t u r e is b o t h "the v i s i b l e m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f the s p i r i t u a l l i f e of a s o c i e t y " 3 2 

good-hearted but amused condescension that one imagines might have met the an
nouncement that Dickens' Cheeryble brothers had been invited to join the cabinet." 

2 3 Sampson (1975), 846. 
2 4 Cf. Q a r k e (1983), 63: "The whole tenor of Betjeman's imagination has even been de

scribed as Victorian: his fondness for the quaint and the grotesque, his wistful piety, 
and his unabashed sentimentality." 

2 5 Stanford (1961b), 36. 
2 6 Stanford (1961a), 319. 
2 7 Cf. W a i n (1963), 168/169. 
2 8 Bergonzi (1959), 130. 
2 9 Brooke (1%2), 38. 
3 0 Cf. Kermode (1962), 140-154; Stanford (1961), 58,59. 
3 1 Clarke (1983), 63. 
3 2 Press (1974), 13. 
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a n d a m a t e r i a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n of c u l t u r e "as the whole way of life of a p e o p l e " 

(T.S. E l i o t ) : 3 3 

A r c h i t e c t u r e h a s a w i d e r m e a n i n g t h a n that w h i c h i s c o m m o n l y g i v e n 
to i t . F o r a r c h i t e c t u r e m e a n s n o t a h o u s e , o r a s i n g l e b u i l d i n g o r a 
c h u r c h , o r S i r H e r b e r t B a k e r , o r the g l a s s at C h a r t r e s , b u t y o u r s u r 
r o u n d i n g s , not a t o w n o r street, b u t o u r w h o l e o v e r - p o p u l a t e d i s l a n d . It 
is c o n c e r n e d w i t h w h e r e w e eat, w o r k , s l eep , p l a y , c o n g r e g a t e , escape. 
It is o u r b a c k g r o u n d , a las , o f t e n too p e r m a n e n t . 3 4 

In this sense, Bet jeman's topophilia ( W . H . A u d e n ) , 3 5 h i s " in tense p r e o c c u 

p a t i o n w i t h t o p o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l , " 3 6 i s o n l y h i s s p e c i a l w a y to t h e m a t i z e h i s 

p r i m e c o n c e r n : " H i s subject i s , q u i t e s i m p l y , C u l t u r e . " 3 7 B u t not , i t has to b e 

e m p h a s i z e d , " c u l t u r e " as a n a b s t r a c t i o n , b u t c u l t u r e as i t i s c o n c r e t e l y m a n i 

fested a n d r e c o g n i z e d i n meaningful particulars. If that d o e s n ' t m a k e h is p o e t r y 

c o n g e n i a l to p o s i t i v i s t s , n o t h i n g w i l l . . . 

4. A f o u r t h r e a s o n m i g h t be a d d e d to th is l i s t . It i s that Bet jeman's p o e t r y is 

e x t r e m e l y c o n s e r v a t i v e i n f o r m a n d to ta l ly l a c k i n g i n e x p e r i m e n t : 

N o t e v e n h i s w a r m e s t a d m i r e r s c o u l d c l a i m that i n h i s cho ice of m e t r e 
a n d s t a n z a - f o r m he is a n y t h i n g b u t t r a d i t i o n a l , d e r i v a t i v e a n d reac
t i o n a r y . T h e m o d e r n m o v e m e n t i n i t i a t e d b y P o u n d a n d E l i o t has 
p a s s e d h i m b y , a n d i t w o u l d be a l m o s t t r u e to s a y that, f o r m a l l y 
s p e a k i n g , he has n e v e r w r i t t e n a w h o l l y o r i g i n a l p o e m * 8 

N o r m a l l y , this i s c o u c h e d i n m o r e b e n e v o l e n t w o r d s ("he r e m a i n e d u n a f 

fected b y the m o d e r n i s t m o v e m e n t i n p o e t r y " , "he has n o t felt the n e e d to 

m a k e the k i n d of r a d i c a l i n n o v a t i o n i n p o e t i c t e c h n i q u e w h i c h has d i s t i n 

g u i s h e d the w o r k of P o u n d , E l i o t a n d L a w r e n c e " , 3 9 " [he r e m a i n e d ] i m m u n e 

[...] to the p r e s s u r e s o f m o d e r n i s m " 4 0 ) , b u t the a s s e s s m e n t s t a n d s u n c o n t e s t e d . 

It s h o u l d be a s a f e g u a r d a g a i n s t too "aesthet ic" o r " a u t o - r e f e r e n t i a l " r e a d i n g s 

of h i s p o e t r y - h is u s e of E n g l i s h w i l l c o n s t i t u t e n o s t u m b l i n g b l o c k to 

" re ferent ia l r e a d i n g s " ... A n d yet , I m e a n to s h o w b y e x a m p l e that e v e n s u c h a 

p o s i t i v i s t ' s f a v o u r i t e s o n as J o h n B e t j e m a n , w h o s e p o e t r y s e e m s to l e n d i tse l f 

so eas i ly to p o s i t i v i s t i c r e a d i n g s , suf fers a d i s t o r t i n g misreading w h e n it is 

3 3 Eliot (1975), 297. The connection was first pointed out by Stanford (1961b), 13/14. 
3 4 Betjeman quoted in Stanford (1961b), 14. 
3 5 Cf. Press (1974), 19^21. 
3 6 Brooke (1962), 37. 
3 7 Bergonzi (1959), 130. 
3 8 Brooke (1%2), 36. 
3 9 Press (1974), 18,48. 
4 0 Clarke (1983), 63. 
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" p r e p a r e d " f o r f o r e i g n s t u d e n t s i n s u c h a w a y , a n d that f r o m the n a t u r e o f this 

m i s r e a d i n g w e c a n g a i n a n i n k l i n g o f w h a t poetry read as poetry c o u l d c o n 

t r ibute to the t e a c h i n g o f E n g l i s h as a f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e . 

M y e x a m p l e i s J o h n Bet jeman's " D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l " . I c h o s e i t f o r t w o 

reasons : i t i s a t y p i c a l s p e c i m e n of h i s p o e t r y , a n d it has r e c e i v e d at least o n e 

f a i r l y d e t a i l e d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , w h i c h , i n i t s m e r i t s a n d s h o r t c o m i n g s , i s e q u a l l y 

t y p i c a l , n a m e l y of w h a t h a p p e n s , if . . . 

H e r e is the p o e m : 

Devonshire Street W.l 

T h e h e a v y m a h o g a n y d o o r w i t h i ts w r o u g h t - i r o n screen 
S h u t s . A n d the s o u n d i s rich, s y m p a t h e t i c , d iscreet . 

T h e s u n s t i l l s h i n e s o n this e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y scene 
W i t h E d w a r d i a n fa ience a d o r n m e n t s - D e v o n s h i r e Street. 

N o h o p e . A n d the X - r a y p h o t o g r a p h s u n d e r h is a r m 
C o n f i r m the message . H i s w i f e s t a n d s t i m i d l y b y . 

H e o p p o s i t e b r i c k - b u i l t h o u s e l o o k s lo f ty a n d c a l m 
Its c h i m n e y s s teady a g a i n s t a m a c k e r e l s k y . 

N o h o p e . A n d the i r o n k n o b of this p a l i s a d e 
So c o l d to the t o u c h , is l u c k i e r n o w t h a n he 

O h m e r c i l e s s , h u r r y i n g L o n d o n e r s ! W h y w a s I m a d e 
F o r the l o n g a n d the p a i n f u l d e a t h b e d c o m i n g to m e ? " 

S h e p u t s her f ingers i n h i s , as , l o v i n g a n d s i l l y , 
A t l o n g - p a s t K e n s i n g t o n dances she u s e d to d o 

'It's c h e a p e r to take the tube to P i c c a d i l l y 
A n d then w e c a n ca tch a n ine teen o r a t w e n t y - t w o . ' 

In h i s q u i t e c o m p e t e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of th is p o e m , H a n s - J o a c h i m Z i m 

m e r m a n n says that the bas ic facts, the subject o f the p o e m , l ies o p e n at the 

f irst r e a d i n g : 4 1 It is a b o u t a m a n w h o , a c c o m p a n i e d b y h i s w i f e , has b e e n i n 

f o r m e d that he is fa ta l ly i l l . O n e m a y w o n d e r w h y Z i m m e r m a n n t h i n k s that 

this i s " a n e v e r y d a y s i t u a t i o n " (118) a n d that the p o e m ' s " f o r m , w h i c h b o r d e r s 

o n b a n a l i t y , seems to be i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h i ts c o n t e n t " (!) (119) ("seems " of

fers n o h o p e here , because Z i m m e r m a n n is o u t to p r o v e that the form, at least , 

is n o t as b a n a l as it m a y l o o k at f irst s ight . . . ) . Be that as i t m a y , i n the f o l l o w i n g 

p a r a g r a p h s he corrects this v i e w : s o m e t h i n g e x t r a o r d i n a r y has h a p p e n e d , af

ter a i l - as the e x p o s e d " s h u t s " at the b e g i n n i n g o f l i n e 2 a n d the d o u b l e " n o 

Z i m m e r m a n n (1966), 118-125. Page references i n the text are to this article. The quo
tations have been translated from the original German. 
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h o p e " ( l ines 5 a n d 9) s h o w , m o r t a l i t y has e n t e r e d a h u m a n exis tence . B u t a l 

r e a d y l i n e s 3ff. g i v e o c c a s i o n f o r a n e x p l a n a t o r y p a r a p h r a s e : as the scene i s 

q u a l i f i e d as " e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y " , w e l e a r n that the h o u s e s m u s t be b u i l t i n 

Georgian Style a n d that - " s o m e w h a t taste less ly" - they w e r e d e c o r a t e d "at the 

b e g i n n i n g o f the 20th c e n t u r y " (119) w i t h fa iences . " F a i e n c e s " i s e x p l a i n e d i n a 

fo o t n ote , w h i c h a l so g i v e s the r e i g n o f K i n g E d w a r d V I I : 1901-1910. B u t far 

m o r e c a n be s a i d a b o u t D e v o n s h i r e Street , W . l . T h e r e a r e , Z i m m e r m a n n 

k n o w s , t w o D e v o n s h i r e Streets i n L o n d o n , o n e i n W . l , the o t h e r i n E . C . 2 , so 

the area c o d e i s " i m p o r t a n t " (120). D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l i s a " n o b l e street", 

s t r i c t l y r e s i d e n t i a l , w i t h e legant s e m i - d e t a c h e d h o u s e s i n r e f i n e d Georgian 

Style" etc. Is th is essent ia l? Z i m m e r m a n n t h i n k s i t i s : 

T h i s t e c h n i q u e o f a l l u s i o n a n d e v o c a t i o n i s los t o n r e a d e r s w h o d o n o t 
k n o w these o r s i m i l a r E n g l i s h streets a n d the i r a t m o s p h e r e ; they are n o t 
' i n the k n o w ' . T h e y d o n o t u n d e r s t a n d that f a m i l i a r d e t a i l s s t a n d b y 
p r o x y f o r the a r c h i t e c t u r a l w h o l e a n d c o n j u r e i t u p , that the m e r e m e n 
t i o n o f these r e a l facts [ 'Realien'] e v o k e s a m o o d o n w h i c h the poet does 
n o t e laborate a n y f u r t h e r . (120) 

F o r those w h o are s t i l l n o t c o n v i n c e d that t h e y h a v e m i s s e d s o m e t h i n g es

s e n t i a l that i s n o t e x p l i c i t l y m e n t i o n e d i n the text b u t h a s to be added b y a n i n 

f o r m e d i n t e r p r e t e r , Z i m m e r m a n n h o l d s s o m e t h i n g ex t ra i n s tore : " D e v o n s h i r e 

Street W . l l i es at the h e a r t o f L o n d o n s ' s medical area" P h y s i c i a n s w h o h a v e 

the i r p r a c t i c e here , he tel ls u s , are w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d , r i c h , a n d they w i l l o n l y 

treat p a t i e n t s w h o p a y t h e i r c o n s i d e r a b l e fees. Z i m m e r m a n n c o n t i n u e s , " T h i s 

a s s o c i a t i o n , e v o k e d b y the m e r e n a m e of the street, w i l l s u g g e s t i tself o n l y to 

the i n i t i a t e d r e a d e r ; the p o e t m a k e s n o e x p l i c i t e n d e a v o u r s to m a k e this p l a i n " 

(120). A n d as i f to u n d e r l i n e the i m p o r t a n c e o f th is i n s i g h t , h e states c a t e g o r i 

c a l l y that " i n the u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the first s t a n z a l ies the p r e r e q u i s i t e to the 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the w h o l e p o e m " (120). 

W e l l , th is i s e i t h e r trite o r w r o n g . It is trite i n the sense that i t c o u l d be s a i d 

of a n y p o e m w h a t s o e v e r - i f y o u d o n o t u n d e r s t a n d the f i r s t s t a n z a , y o u c a n 

h a r d l y c l a i m to h a v e u n d e r s t o o d the e n t i r e p o e m . It i s w r o n g i n the sense that 

the r e a d e r d o e s not h a v e to k n o w D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l a n d that he d o e s not 

h a v e to k n o w b e f o r e h a n d that i t l ies i n L o n d o n ' s m e d i c a l area i n o r d e r to u n 

d e r s t a n d the p o e m . T h a t the c o u p l e h a v e b e e n to a d o c t o r c a n be i n f e r e d f r o m 

s t a n z a t w o , a n d that they d o not l i v e i n that area - so that the d o c t o r they h a v e 

seen i s n o t t h e i r f a m i l y d o c t o r , b u t a s p e c i a l i s t - c a n be d e d u c e d f r o m the last 

l i n e s o f the p o e m . Z i m m e r m a n n ' s e x p e r t k n o w l e d g e i s w e l c o m e , b u t t o t a l l y 

s u p e r e r o g a t o r y . 
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A n u m b e r of f u r t h e r p o i n t s Z i m m e r m a n n m a k e s c o u l d b e c o m m e n t e d 

u p o n , b u t I s h a l l c o n f i n e m y s e l f to a t e n d e n c y w h i c h c o l o u r s the s e c o n d h a l f 

o f h i s essay just as m u c h as p o s i t i v i s t i c e x p l a n a t i o n c h a r a c t e r i z e s the f i rs t - i t i s 

d i s c e r n i b l e i n this : 

- the s k y (1.8) is a n autumn s k y (121); 

- the m a n , because of a sudden faintness, l e a n s u p o n the i r o n k n o b o f the p a l i s a d e 

(121); 

- to his cold hands the i r o n seems u n p l e a s a n t l y c o l d (121); 

- the a b s u r d i d e a that the i r o n k n o b is l u c k i e r than he crosses his mind (121) , 4 2 

- mere is no metaphysical comfort for the moribund; annihilation of bodily existence 

means general annihilation; equally, a scientific belief in the natural necessity of death 

is lacking (122); 

- to take a taxi would be an extravagance (123); 

a n d t h e n , i n a f i n a l f l o u r i s h : 

- H u s b a n d a n d w i f e , a n e l d e r l y c o u p l e , are simple, common people, who have to 

economize (123). 

W h a t i s h a p p e n i n g here? N o n e o f th is is i n the text. Z i m m e r m a n n ' s 

" e x p l i c a t i n g p r o s e p a r a p h r a s e - s o m e w h a t d e s p i s e d i n m o d e r n c r i t i c i s m " 

(124) - h a s d e v i a t e d i n t o f u l l - b l o w n projection. A n d n o t b y m e r e c o i n c i d e n c e 

so. A l t h o u g h he states t o w a r d s the e n d o f h i s essay that " t h i s i s n o t a t o p o 

g r a p h i c a l p o e m " (124), i t w a s h i s p o s i t i v i s t i c a p p r o a c h to i t that c l a n d e s t i n e l y 

p r e p a r e d the w a y f o r this k i n d of " H o w - m a n y - c h i l d r e n - h a d - L a d y - M a c b e t h ? " -

r e a d i n g : If o n e sees l i t e ra ture p r i m a r i l y as a m e t o n y m y of r e a l i t y , o n e i s n o t 

o n l y free , b u t a l m o s t obliged to complete the picture. T o i n v e s t character , s cenery , 

s i t u a t i o n s w i t h a l i f e outside the text i s t h e n o n l y a " g o o d c o n t i n u a t i o n " , n o t the 

o v e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i t m a y s e e m to o thers . T h e t w o i d i o s y n c r a t i c m o v e s - " Y o u 

m u s t k n o w that D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l l i es i n a respectab le m e d i c a l a r e a " plus 

"the c o u p l e h a v e to get h o m e as i n e x p e n s i v e l y as p o s s i b l e " - c o m p l e m e n t each 

other : P o s i t i v i s t i c e x p l a n a t i o n a n d r a m p a n t o v e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n are b i r d s o f a 

feather . T h u s w e are t o l d that the nearest u n d e r g r o u n d s ta t ion f o r the e l d e r l y 

c o u p l e i s Regent ' s P a r k a n d that b u s e s n o s . 19 a n d 22 g o to C h e l s e a (so that's 

w h e r e they h ve) , and w e are g i v e n " the w h o l e s t o r y " behind the i r v i s i t to D e 

v o n s h i r e Street W . l as w e l l (cf. 123), as if these items were all situated on the same 

plane of reality. 

4 2 The passage might wel l be interpreted, I think, as written i n a k i n d of style indirect li
bre instead. Z immermann seems to be a bit unsure about the "narrative situation" of 
this p o e m O n the one hand he says that the scene is evidently seen through the eyes 
of the o l d man (122), but he exempts line 4 f rom this, because he knows that Betjeman 
is the architectural expert (124)! 



178 C . Bode 

It i s t rue that Z i m m e r m a n n n e a r the e n d o f h i s a r t i c l e repeats that "the 

subject o f the p o e m is the s u d d e n e n t r y o f d e a t h i n t o e v e r y d a y l i f e " (124), b u t 

at the s a m e t i m e h e m a i n t a i n s that " the t o p o g r a p h i c a l r e a l facts have to be ex

plained to the f o r e i g n e r , before the wealth of this poetry can reveal itself to him. " 

(124f, i t a l i c s m i n e ) . I s h o u l d l i k e to d i s a g r e e . 

IV. "Devonshire Street W.l" is not about Devonshire Street W.l, or, the 
virtues of reading poetry as poetry 

It i s c h i l d i s h to s t u d y a w o r k of fic

t i o n i n o r d e r to g a i n i n f o r m a t i o n 

a b o u t a c o u n t r y o r a b o u t a s o c i a l 

c lass o r a b o u t the a u t h o r . 

V l a d i m i r N a b o k o v 

" D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l " i s a b o u t l o v e , c o m f o r t a n d c o m p a s s i o n i n the face 

o f d e a t h . It i s a b o u t the u l t i m a t e d i s r u p t i o n , w h i c h c a n n o t be u n d o n e : the e n 

t ry o f f i n a l i t y i n t o h u m a n l i f e . 4 3 It i s a b o u t t rans ience i n the face o f m a t e r i a l 

p e r m a n e n c e a n d i n d i f f e r e n c e - b u t a l so a b o u t the o v e r c o m i n g o f that t r a n 

s ience t h r o u g h h u m a n p e r m a n e n c e a n d r e l i a b i l i t y . 

It i s c a l l e d " D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l " because the e n o r m i t y o f the i n c o n c e i v 

able i s best p r e s e n t e d b y i ts o p p o s i t e , the o r d i n a r i n e s s o f the f a m i l i a r . T h e 

s o u n d o f the h e a v y m a h o g a n y d o o r w i t h w h i c h the p o e m b e g i n s has a f a m o u s 

a n a l o g u e i n E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e : the k n o c k i n g at the gate i n Macbeth, a f ter the 

m u r d e r o f D u n c a n . T h o m a s d e Q u i n c e y w a s the f i rs t to d e s c r i b e the g e n e r a l 

effect: 

[...] i f the r e a d e r has e v e r b e e n present i n a v a s t m e t r o p o l i s o n the d a y 
w h e n s o m e great n a t i o n a l i d o l w a s c a r r i e d i n f u n e r a l p o m p to h i s 
g r a v e , a n d c h a n c i n g to w a l k n e a r to the c o u r s e t h r o u g h w h i c h he 
p a s s e d , has fel t p o w e r f u l l y i n the s i lence a n d d e s e r t i o n o f the streets 
a n d i n the s t a g n a t i o n o f o r d i n a r y b u s i n e s s , the d e e p in teres t w h i c h at 
that m o m e n t w a s p o s s e s s i n g the heart o f m e n , - i f a l l at o n c e he s h o u l d 
h e a r the d e a t h - l i k e s t i l lness b r o k e n u p b y the s o u n d o f w h e e l s r a t t l i n g 
a w a y f r o m the scene, a n d m a k i n g k n o w n that the t r a n s i t o r y v i s i o n w a s 
d i s s o l v e d , he w i l l be a w a r e that at n o m o m e n t w a s h i s sense o f the 
c o m p l e t e s u s p e n s i o n a n d p a u s e i n o r d i n a r y h u m a n c o n c e r n s so f u l l a n d 
a f f e c t i n g as at that m o m e n t w h e n the s u s p e n s i o n ceases, a n d the g o -

4 3 O n Betjeman's deep-rooted terror of death see Brooke (1962), 31, Clarke (1983), 58, 
Press (1974), 6, 40-42, Schmidt (1979), 223, Stanford (1961b), 33, 109-111, Sparrow 
(1963), 176, and L o r d Birkenhead's introduction to Betjeman's Collected Poems (1973), 



The Hermeneutics of Teaching Engl ish Poetry 179 

i n g s - o n of h u m a n l i f e a re s u d d e n l y r e s u m e d . A l l a c t i o n i n a n y d i r e c t i o n 
i s best e x p o u n d e d , m e a s u r e d , a n d m a d e a p p r e h e n s i b l e , b y r e a c t i o n . 4 4 

W h a t d e Q u i n c e y s a y s a b o u t the p a r t i c u l a r scene i n S h a k e s p e a r e c o u l d 

e q u a l l y w e l l re fer to " D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l " : 

the p u l s e s of l i fe are b e g i n n i n g to beat a g a i n : a n d the r e - e s t a l i s h m e n t o f 
the g o i n g s - o n of the w o r l d i n w h i c h w e l i v e , f i rs t m a k e s u s p r o f o u n d l y 
sens ib le o f the a w f u l p a r e n t h e s i s that h a d s u s p e n d e d t h e m . 4 5 

W e h a v e u n d e r s t o o d the p o e m n o t w h e n w e k n o w w h a t D e v o n s h i r e Street 

W . l i s , b u t w h e n w e h a v e u n d e r s t o o d w h a t i t w i l l m e a n f o r the c o u p l e f r o m 

that d a y o n . In " D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l " , " D e v o n s h i r e Street W . l " h a s a s p e c i a l , 

a n e x t r a m e a n i n g - o n e that c a n n o t be l o o k e d u p i n a t o p o g r a p h i c a l g u i d e , b u t 

o n e that c a n o n l y be d e d u c e d f r o m the p o e m itself . 

N o k n o w l e d g e of fa iences w i l l h e l p to u n d e r s t a n d the m e a n i n g of the 

w i f e ' s g e s t u r e - a n d the last t w o l i n e s are not a b o u t the c o u p l e ' s f i n a n c e s ; o r , i f 

they are , the k n o c k i n g at the gate i n Macbeth i s because s o m e b o d y w a n t s to 

get i n . . . N o n - l i t e r a r y r e a d i n g s of l i t e r a r y texts a n d n o n - p o e t i c r e a d i n g s o f p o 

etic texts are n o t so m u c h m a r k e d b y " w r o n g n e s s " - w h a t e v e r that m a y m e a n 

i n i n t e r p r e t i v e mat ters - as b y the i r poverty.46 A n d i t is this c o n s p i c u o u s 

p o v e r t y w h i c h f o r m e cons t i tu tes a " m i s r e a d i n g " o f a l i t e r a r y text. 

A l i t e r a r y r e a d i n g o f a l i t e r a r y text traces that s p e c i a l , extra m e a n i n g , 

w h i c h i s , as it w e r e , s u p e r a d d e d to the n o r m a l / e v e r y d a y / r e f e r e n t i a l m e a n i n g 

o f the w o r d s . A l i t e r a r y r e a d i n g is the d e l i n e a t i o n a n d c o n s c i o u s d u p l i c a t i o n 

o f that s e c o n d a r y s t r u c t u r e w h i c h i s m a d e u p of the e l e m e n t s o f e v e r y d a y 

l a n g u a g e , b u t t r a n s c e n d s t h e m at the s a m e t i m e . T o r e a d a text as a l i t e r a r y 

o n e i s to b e a w a r e of its s y m b o l i c d i m e n s i o n , o f i ts s u r p l u s i n m e a n i n g . 4 7 

R o l a n d B a r t h e s 4 8 i l l u s t r a t e d this o n c e i n a l i t t l e d i a g r a m , w h i c h i s to be 

r e a d f r o m b o t t o m to t o p : 

XXII , XXIII. O f his poems, "The Cottage Hospital" , "Death in Leamington" and his el
egy for Dr . Ramsden can be recommended in this context. 

4 4 de Quincey. (1977), 169. 
4 5 I b i d , 1 7 0 / ' 
4 6 It s h o u l d be noted that this remark refers only in part to Zimmermann's interpreta

t i o n H e does recognize the meaning of the wife's gesture, although his topographi
cal a n d positivistic hunch continually interferes w i t h his literary exegesis, especially 
so i n the last two lines of the poem. 

4 7 It could be argued, however, that as "literariness" is no essence but the result of our 
reading strategies, texts w h i c h are culturally classified as non-fiction or non-poetic 
might serve the same purpose because they display the same features once we focus 
on them in a "literary-aesthetic" way. The point is discussed at length and finally re
futed i n m y Ästhetik der Ambhuität, 340-378 (370f. especially). 

4 8 Barthes (1983), 76. * I F - / / 
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3 sa ? 

2 sa ? 

1 sa se 

In l i t e r a t u r e as w e l l as i n c u l t u r e , s i g n s - w i t h the i r t w o aspec ts o f signifiant 

a n d signifié - a r e h i e r a r c h i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d i n s u c h a w a y that the signifi-

ant/signifié-compouna o f o n e l e v e l c a n be u n d e r s t o o d as the signifiant o f a 

h i g h e r l e v e l , to w h i c h the c o n c o m i t a n t signifié e i ther i s i m m e d i a t e l y present 

(because the c o d e i s s t a b i l i z e d b y c u l t u r a l c o n v e n i e n c e a n d c o n s t a n t usage) o r 

has to be d i v i n e d o r c o n j e c t u r e d f r o m i t s p a r t i c u l a r c o n tex r e a l i s a t i o n , as is the 

case i n l i t e r a t u r e a n d i n p o e t r y e s p e c i a l l y . E a c h text c o n s t i t u t e s i ts o w n sec

o n d a r y c o d e ad hoc, i .e. there i s o n l y o n e i n s t a n c e o f i t s a p p l i c a t i o n : th is p a r 

t i c u l a r text. E a c h text i s a n e w c h a l l e n g e that e n g a g e s the r e a d e r i n the 

( r e - ) p r o d u c t i o n o f m e a n i n g . T h e r e f o r e , to r e v e r t to m y e x a m p l e , i t is n o t 

e n o u g h to i n s i s t a n d rei terate that D e v o n s h i r e Street i s a street i n L o n d o n ' s 

W e s t E n d ( l e v e l 1) - that is o n l y the p r i m a r y m e a n i n g -, w h a t i t m e a n s in this 

poem (signifié o n l e v e l 2) i s f o r the r e a d e r to f i n d o u t . 

So essent ia l i s this m o v e to the r e a d i n g o f poetry as poetry that G o e t h e o n c e 

r e m a r k e d that s y m b o l i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n w a s a c t u a l l y " the n a t u r e o f p o e t r y : i t 

s p e a k s o f s o m e t h i n g p a r t i c u l a r , w i t h o u t t h i n k i n g o f o r p o i n t i n g to the g e n e r a l . 

W h o e v e r g r a s p s th is p a r t i c u l a r v i g o r o u s l y , o b t a i n s the g e n e r a l at the s a m e 

time, w i t h o u t b e i n g a w a r e o f i t , o r o n l y l a t e r . 1 1 4 9 B u t h e s p e a k s , o f c o u r s e , o f a 

p a r t i c u l a r that s h o w s a l r e a d y the p o t e n t i a l to t r a n s c e n d i t s l i m i t a t i o n s - to in

sist o n i ts p a r t i c u l a r i t y as s u c h ( leve l 1) w o u l d be e q u i v a l e n t to k i l l i n g the p o 

e t r y i n p o e t r y . 

W h a t , then , c a n b e the f u n c t i o n o f l i t e r a t u r e i n f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e teach ing? 

H o w c a n the t e a c h i n g of l i t e r a t u r e qua l i t e r a t u r e c o n t r i b u t e to c r o s s - c u l t u r a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g ? S u r v e y i n g the v a r i o u s a r g u m e n t s that h a v e b e e n p u t f o r w a r d 

i n s u p p o r t o f the i n c l u s i o n o f l i t e r a t u r e i n f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e t e a c h i n g , o n e c a n 

o n l y be s u r p r i s e d at h o w of ten these a r g u m e n t s are b a s e d o n t o t a l l y e r r o 

n e o u s a n d o u t m o d e d i d e a s o f w h a t l i t e ra ture is a n d c a n d o . F o r e x a m p l e , l i n 

g u i s t s e s p e c i a l l y are p r o n e to b e l i e v e that l i t e r a r y texts are m e s s a g e s w h i c h 

a u t h o r s h a v e left b e h i n d a n d that s t u d e n t s s h o u l d l e a r n to r e c o n s t r u c t the 

a u t h o r ' s o r i g i n a l i n t e n t i o n ( w e f i n d this e v e n i n W i d d o w s o n : " [The crit ic 's] 

task i s to d e c i p h e r a m e s s a g e e n c o d e d i n a n u n f a m i l i a r w a y , to e x p r e s s its 

Quoted in Gero v. Wilpert (61979), s.v. Symbol (translated f r o m the original Ger
man). 
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m e a n i n g i n f a m i l i a r a n d c o m m u n a l t e r m s a n d thereby to p r o v i d e the p r i v a t e 

m e s s a g e w i t h a p u b l i c r e l e v a n c e . " 5 0 ) . C l o s e l y r e l a t e d to the i n t e n t i o n a l f a l l a c y 

i s the e x p r e s s i v e o n e w h i c h e n c o u r a g e s y o u to r e c o n s t r u c t the f e e l i n g s a n d 

states o f m i n d the a u t h o r o f the text h a d o r m e a n t to c o n v e y . A n o t h e r o u t 

d a t e d f a l l a c y is the m i m e t i c o n e : here , l i t e r a t u r e i s seen as a m i r r o r o f r e a l i t y 

g i v i n g u s a n i l l u s i o n of i t ( B r o o k s : "If w e say that l a n g u a g e i s o r i e n t e d essen

t i a l l y t o w a r d a res ta tement o r s y m b o l i c t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f e x p e r i e n c e , w e m a y 

say tha t l i t e ra ture is o r i e n t e d t o w a r d the c o n s c i o u s c r e a t i o n o f a n i l l u s i o n of 

r e a l i t y . " 5 1 ) , w h i c h m e a n s , o f c o u r s e , that i n r e a d i n g i t w e l e a r n a b o u t that 

w h i c h i s m i r r o r e d : 

T h e w o r l d created i n the w o r k o f l i t e r a t u r e i s the f o r e i g n w o r l d , a n d l i t 
e r a t u r e is thus a w a y of a s s i m i l a t i n g ( t h r o u g h the s a m e e x p e r i e n c e of 
l o o k i n g on*) k n o w l e d g e o f this f o r e i g n w o r l d , a n d of the v i e w o f r e a l i t y 
w h i c h its n a t i v e s p e a k e r s take f o r g r a n t e d w h e n c o m m u n i c a t i n g w i t h 
e a c h o t h e r . 5 2 

A l l these c o n c e p t i o n s o f l i t e r a t u r e f a l l d e p l o r a b l y s h o r t i n that they f a i l to 

d i s t i n g u i s h b e t w e e n r e f e r e n t i a l texts o n the o n e h a n d a n d f i c t i o n a n d p o e t r y 

o n the o t h e r . T h i s d i s t i n c t i o n i s , i t i s t rue , u p h e l d b y those w h o say that "great 

l i t e r a t u r e " d e a l s w i t h universale o f h u m a n e x p e r i e n c e a n d e x p r e s s e s V Û Z -

ttes^-but t h e n their i d e a s o f h u m a n u n i v e r s a l i t y a n d v a l u e as p r o p e r t y (as 

o p p o s e d to v a l u e as r e l a t i o n ) w i l l no t bear c l o s e r e x a m i n a t i o n . 5 4 

N o , w h a t l i tera ture c a n c o n t r i b u t e i s that the r e a d i n g of literature as litera

ture i s a c o n s t a n t tes t ing a n d t r a i n i n g of n e w w a y s of p r o c e s s i n g i n f o r m a t i o n 

a n d a p e r p e t u a l d i v i n a t i o n a n d t r y i n g o u t o f n e w , t e n t a t i v e l y p r o p o s e d 

m e a n i n g s . Literature - and poetry in particular - is language in the making. It stages 

the drama of language: to mean through relation. Its v i r t u e l i es n o t i n w h a t i t tel ls 

u s , b u t i n w h a t i t m a k e s u s d o . Its m e a n i n g i s n o t o n the p a g e , b u t i n w h a t i t 

t r iggers o f f i n o u r m i n d s . It c o n s t a n t l y , s y s t e m a t i c a l l y a n d i n t e n s e l y p r o v o k e s 

u s to exerc i se - p l a y f u l l y a n d free f r o m the c o n s t r a i n t s a n d s a n c t i o n s o f r e a l 

i t y - w h a t w e h a v e to p r a c t i s e a n y h o w w h e n w e l e a r n a f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e o r 

t ry to u n d e r s t a n d a d i f f e r e n t c u l t u r e : f l e x i b i l i t y o f m i n d , c o m b i n a t i o n a l s k i l l , 

i m a g i n a t i o n , the s u d d e n c h a n g e o f a f r a m e o f re ference , the a b i l i t y to h o l d d i 

v e r g i n g m e a n i n g s i n o u r m i n d s etc. Literature contributes best to foreign language 

teaching when it is taught as literature. 

5 0 W i d d o w s o n (1977), 5. 
5 1 Brooks (1964),99. 
5 2 L i t t lewood i n Brumfi t /Carter (1987), 177-183, here 179f. 
5 3 But see Marckwardt (1978), 46, Valdes (21987), 138ff. 
5 4 Œ Bode (1989). 
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If i t i s the s u p r e m e a d v a n t a g e o f l i t e r a t u r e that i n " l i t e r a r y d i s c o u r s e the 

a c t u a l procedures for making sense are m u c h m o r e i n e v i d e n c e [ than i n the n o r 

m a l r e a d i n g p r o c e s s ] " , 5 5 then " l i t e r a t u r e t e a c h i n g " p r o p e r l y s p e a k i n g , " i s a b o u t 

abilities, n o t knowledge [ e m p h a s i s m i n e ] " , 5 6 a n d its a i m s h o u l d b e "to d e v e l o p a 

c a p a c i t y for the u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d a p p r e c i a t i o n of literature as a mode of 

meaning, r a t h e r t h a n the a c c u m u l a t i o n of i n f o r m a t i o n a n d i d e a s a b o u t p a r t i c 

u l a r l i t e r a r y w o r k s [ e m p h a s i s a d d e d ] . " 5 7 

O r , to p u t i t d i f f e r e n t l y , i f f o r e i g n l a n g u a g e a n d c r o s s - c u l t u r a l t e a c h i n g is 

c o n c e r n e d w i t h c r o s s i n g b o r d e r s a n d c l o s i n g g a p s , t h e n l i t e r a t u r e d o e s n o t 

jus t p r o v i d e p a r t i c u l a r f r o n t i e r c r o s s i n g p o i n t s b u t a g e n e r a l b o r d e r - c r o s s i n g 

a b i l i t y ( a n d p e r m i t ! ) , i t b u i l d s n o t p a r t i c u l a r b r i d g e s , b u t o f fers the b o o n o f a 

b r i d g e - b u i l d i n g c a p a c i t y . T o teach l i t e r a r y texts as i f they w e r e n o n - l i t e r a r y 

o n e s i s the e q u i v a l e n t to g i v i n g the h u n g r y m a n s o m e f i s h ; to teach l i t e r a r y 

texts as l i t e r a r y texts i s to g i v e h i m a net. 

V. Which border? Which gap? A postscript on the limits of teachabil
ity 

In 1969, L e s l i e F i e d l e r p u b l i s h e d , i n Playboy Magazine, a n a r t i c l e u n d e r the 

h e a d i n g " C r o s s the B o r d e r - C l o s e the G a p " , 5 8 i n w h i c h h e h a i l e d the a d v e n t o f 

" p o s t - m o d e r n i s m " as a f o r m o f ar t a n d l i t e ra ture that t r a n s c e n d e d the estab

l i s h e d d i c h o t o m i e s of h i g h c u l t u r e v s . l o w c u l t u r e a n d belles lettres v s . p o p . O f 

c o u r s e , p o s t m o d e r n i s m has a c h i e v e d n o t h i n g of the k i n d . A r t a n d L i t e r a t u r e , 

as w a s to be e x p e c t e d , s t a n d o n l y f i r m e r f o r that o n s l a u g h t - s u c h s e l f - s t y l e d 

r e b e l l i o u s m o v e m e n t s p r o v e v e r y i n v i g o u r a t i n g to A r t a n d L i t e r a t u r e as a so

c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n , because the i r i n c o r p o r a t i o n a n d c o - o p t i o n o n l y s e r v e to e x t e n d 

i ts r e a l m . 

B u t i n a n o t h e r sense, the p h e n o m e n o n o f p o p c u l t u r e - i n i ts w i d e s t 

sense - h a s i n d e e d c r o s s e d b o r d e r s a n d c l o s e d g a p s : w i t h the o n g o i n g A m e r i 

c a n i z a t i o n o f the W e s t e r n h e m i s p h e r e ( a n d the E a s t i s a b o u t to f o l l o w s u i t ) , 

s t u d e n t s a re m o r e a n d m o r e f a m i l i a r - n o t t h r o u g h t e a c h i n g , b u t t h r o u g h 

c u l t u r a l practice - w i t h the p a r a p h e r n a l i a o f a n e m e r g i n g c o m m o n p o p u l a r 

c u l t u r e , w h i c h , h i g h l y c o m m e r c i a l i z e d a n d u n i v e r s a l l y d i s s e m i n a t e d b y the 

m e d i a , i s i m p o s e d , as i t w e r e , f r o m a b o v e w h i l e p r e t e n d i n g to b e the g e n u i n e 

e x p r e s s i o n o f w h a t p e o p l e w a n t . W h e n i t c o m e s to c o n t e m p o r a r y l i t e r a t u r e , i t 

5 5 W i d d o w s o n quoted in Brumfi t /Carter (1987), 14. 
5 6 Brumfit (1986), 189. 
5 7 W i d d o w s o n i n Q u i r k / W i d d o w s o n (1985), 186. 
5 8 The article has been reprinted i n Cunl i f fe (1975), 344-366, and i n Freese/Pütz (1984), 

151-166. 
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w i l l be h a r d e r a n d h a r d e r to d e t e r m i n e w h i c h texts are r e a l l y " c u l t u r e - s p e 

c i f i c " , a n d m o r e o f t e n t h a n f o r m e r l y teachers w i l l a s k the h e l p of t h e i r s t u 

d e n t s to c lose s o m e g a p s f o r t h e m . 

B u t that c o n c e r n s " l e v e l 1" i n f o r m a t i o n o n l y . A s l o n g as " the [ l i terary] text 

serves to t r i g g e r o f f a process o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , [...] this p r o c e s s d e p e n d s c r u 

c i a l l y o n w h a t the r e c e p t o r b r i n g s to the t e x t " 5 9 W h e n I t a u g h t " D e v o n s h i r e 

Street W . l " i n t w o u n i v e r s i t y courses , the m a i n d i v i d i n g l i n e w a s n o t b e t w e e n 

those w h o h a d h i g h l i t e r a r y c o m p e t e n c e a n d those w h o h a d not . It w a s b e 

t w e e n those w h o h a d a l r e a d y u n d e r g o n e the e x p e r i e n c e o f l o s i n g a c lose r e l a 

t i o n a n d those w h o h a d n o t It w a s a g a p that I w o u l d n o t a n d c o u l d n o t 

b r i d g e . T h e r e i s a h e r m e n e u t i c s o f k n o w l e d g e a n d s k i l l as w e l l as a 

h e r m e n e u t i c s o f e x p e r i e n c e . B e t w e e n t h e m l ies the b o r d e r o f t e a c h a b i l i t y . M r . 

S a k a z a k i l i v e s th is s i d e , a l t h o u g h "he's n e v e r b e e n to E n g l a n d , w h i c h m a k e s i t 

a l l the m o r e d i f f i c u l t " 
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