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READERS AND POINT-OF-VIEW
IN CONTEMPORARY POEMS:
A QUESTION OF PRONOUNS

Lesley Jeffries
University of Huddersfield, U.K.

Résumé: Cet article étudie I'utilisation des pronoms dame cinquante poémes en anglais et
suggeére une typologie partielle de I'utilisationdet la signification des pronoms en poésie du
point de vue de la réception.

Mots-clés: style, poésie contemporaine, utilisation des pnos, deixis.

Introduction

Point of view has long been of interest to literarijics and stylisticians,
probably because, as Stockwell (2002:41) saysadfing literature:

It is as if a threshold is crossed and readerspeaject their minds into the other world,
find their way around there, and fill out the ridatail between the words of the text on
the basis of real life experience and knowledge.

Much discussion of this phenomenon has been iniaeldo fictional
texts, ignoring other genres and text types, asmiym (2006) points out, and
focussing largely on the narrative role. Mclintyrais is to consider point of
view in dramatic texts and he notes that the uabsénce of a narrator in plays
and film scripts is not necessarily a stumblingckldhough the usual approach
to point of view “does not take into account theipon from which readers of
dramatic texts interpret events in the fictionalrifd (Mcintyre 2006:14). It is
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precisely the position of readers in relation te thorlds created by, in my
case, poems, that this article wishes to address.

The aim of this article is to explore the posit®neaders may take up in
relation to a poem’s deictic centre(s) as a resuthe poem using particular
combinations of personal pronouns. Drawing on degtift theory (DST) and
broader concepts of person deixis, | will demonetrdne range of reader
positioning that appear to be favoured in a sn@aibas of contemporary poetry
in English. These observations may have wider eatdiins beyond the
specific contemporary poetry used here and beyoetrpin English, but such
applications await further investigation.

Person deixis

One of the three core types of deixis (person,epkand time), person
deixis is primarily communicated through the peedopronoun system in
English. Unlike the other two deictic systems chapand time, person deixis
does not exhibit clearly the distinction betweemxmal and distal deixis
whereby the linguistic items concerned indicatet i@ speaker is near to
(proximal) or far from (distal) the referent conoed. The place and time
referred to by the adverlmere andnow identify the speaker’s current position
and time of speaking wheret®ere andthenindicate a time and place distant
from the speaker at the time of speaking.

It is tempting to continue this pattern when coasitly the normal
(conversational) use of personal pronouns, lalgellime/we/usas proximal
and you as distal. In face-to-face interaction, they seem &hdve like the
adverbs of place and time in indicating the mosixjpnal referent to the
speakerl) and the distalyou) in the form of the addressed& he problem with
this is that personal pronouns form a three-pastesy which has another
member, the third person pronowhé/he/her/him/they/th@m The proximity
of their referents to the speaker seems to be @hanremove — somehow
‘super-distal’. The alternative is to see thgou dyad as deictic, but the third
person pronouns as non-deictic because a changepadker does not
necessarily lead to a change in the referent od pérson pronouns. But this
ignores the fact that third person pronouns thevasedo still shift in reference,
depending on who is being discussed. In additids,riot clear that it is always

1 There is, in addition, the complication of inckesiversus exclusivee/uswhich can (or needn't) include
the addressee as a referent. This just makes tier@l/distal distinction even more complex in tela
to person deixis.
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the change of speaker itself that lends deictimstehe referential power of
other deictic forms. Thougtmere is linked in some way to the personal
consciousness of the speaker, for example, otleepted deictic items, such as
last weekor opposite (the house) owe more to their temporal context or
surroundings than to the identity of the speaker.

Below, | will consider the question of how readétentify with the
referents of pronouns in texts and specificallypmems, but first it will be
helpful to address the question of how textual idemorks when the text is not
part of face-to-face interaction.

Deictic Shift Theory

If deixis is, as it appears to be, a function teablved from the
conversational context of face-to-face interactibien one of the questions that
stylistics needs to address is how this works imexds where the speaker (or
author/narrator etc in written texts) is not preserthe same time and space as
the hearer (or reader). In face-to-face interactiba deictic centre is clear, as
the speaker is the producer of the text and hepisitioning in time and space
defines the deictic centre. When the turn changesother speaker, the deictic
centre also changes. This basic process can algsdoewhen the speakers are
at a distance in time (e.g. in exchanging of lettaremails) and/or space (e.qg.
speaking on the phone) because one of the lingailstibased abilities that
human beings have developed is the ability to ptojeto their addressee’s
deictic centre. They are able, for example, to imaghe place where the
addressee is, even from the other end of a telepramd give directions as if
they were seeing the scene from the point of vieth@ hearer. This is the first
shift of deixis from a direct situational abilitg & virtual ability to envisage a
time/space envelope different from that of the kpehim/herself.

Deictic Shift Theory (Duchan et al 1995) is the instep; allowing for
the ability of readers or hearers to mentally pldoemselves at the deictic
centre of texts where they have no direct expeeienficthe situation being
referred to. This is the ability which enables ahjoy reading fiction, listen
to personal anecdotes, imagine non-existent wastdplaces and times we
have no opportunity to experience. Mcintyre (2008)1describes it as:

an attempt to explain how it is that readers ofteme to feel deeply involved in
narratives, to the extent that they interpret eveint a narrative as if they were
experiencing them from a position within the stegrid.
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The theory of deictic shifting suggests that whestders do when they
navigate such a text is to imagine the situatidrg time and the people
involved and mentally place themselves within #iitation — possibly as one
of the protagonists or as the omniscient narrdtibrere is one. As the narrative
focus of the text changes, the reader is encourhgdtie deictic elements to
‘shift’ to different vantage points, either by clgamg the persona they are
identifying with or by mentally moving from one pla or time to another as
suggested by the text.

What has not been clearly examined in this attracéiccount of reader
positioning in texts is the question of whether teader always and only
identifies with the proximal end of the deictic gan which seems to the
implication of deictic shift theory. In Jeffries@@0) | first worried about the
problem in relation to poetry when confronted by line:

Downstairs they will think | have lost my mind

In this poem (‘Small Female Skull’) by Carol Ann By the narrator is
apparently locked in the bathroom cradling her headier hands (with a
hangover? a headache?) whilst the assembled confdamynstairs) wonders
what is going on. As a reader, | am conscious ofgogplit between identifying
with the first person of the narratd) &nd with the others who adewnstairs
even though the latter are referred to by the thigdson, super-distathey
This experience raises the questions of how deietitring impinges on reader
positioning and whether the point of view of a reracklin be multiple (e.g. both
in the bathroom with the narrator and downstairghwhe others, wondering
whether she has lost her mind) or switching (ergmfthe bathroom to the
downstairs) even against the tendency to stay pvitkimal deictic features.

At this point, | would like to address the specifieneric expectations
that we might postulate for the reader of poemsil&Vthere remains much to
say about reader positioning in general, this lariec concerned with poems in
particular and | would argue that there are sommeige expectations which
impinge on the reader position in poetic text werdshd might not work in the
same way for other texts.

The first of these generic expectations is thathim absence of other
evidence (such as a clear indication that the pisetine voice of a particular
person apart from the poet), the reader will mdde dssumption that a first
person voice is that of the poet, rather than amo#luthor. This means that
unlike fiction, where (unless it is specificallyastd to the contrary) we do not
usually assume that it is ‘true’, poetry has thesibn of being potentially a
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truthful narrative of real people and events, albdg&iough the prism of rather
elaborated and often obscure language.

Another generic assumption, culturally evidencethause of poetry for
the inside of greetings cards and for recitatioweddings and funerals, is that
poetry produces — or perhaps requires — high leseteader involvement on
the emotional plane which have social functionexpressing strong emotions
on behalf of the reader at culturally and persgnsignificant points in the
reader’s life. Thus, the stereotypical love poemasjust a message from the
original poet to the original addressee, but penta function for us all in (we
hope) expressing those feelings we are less a@tettie poet to put into words.
Similarly, of course, with bereavement poems, poem®y at the birth of a
child and so on. Other forms of literature, shantidn, novels and plays, do not
have anything like the same range of potential aoftinctions as poetry,
despite the fact that they also may express humathst in aesthetically
pleasing and emotionally satisfying ways.

Two further generic expectations are probably tessply embedded in
the historical function or form of poetry in Endligt least, but | think they
have become part of the contemporary poetry remdexpectation of the
reading experience. The first of these is the egpien that contemporary
poetry will involve some relatively sudden deicitifts which may well cause
the reader to have to work quite hard to piecettmgeanything approaching a
‘narrative’ in the poem. The second expectatiaings there may well be a high
level of what we can call referential vaguenessointemporary poems.

Taken together, these generic expectations leacetder to the default
assumptions that follow:

. The first person narrator is the poet

. Any second person narrator is probably a real peaslressed by the poet

. As a reader, | am expecting/expected to becomeienadiy involved in the poem
. There may well be some surprising and/or supelficincomprehensible cracks

in the smooth narration of the poem. As a readeiill Ihave to work out what is
missing from the text which will make sense of tizerative.
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Pronoun reference in English

Before presenting the research underlying thisclerstilet us consider

Wales’ (1996) view of the various pronominal forofsEnglish. Wales’ study
of pronouns, though primarily describing the ramfiform and meaning of
pronominal forms in English decontextually, neveltiss refers to the
contextual function of pronouns:

While we can take the canonical speech situatiorows starting-point, it is more
illuminating for the analysis of pronominal behawiproles and changes to think, for
example, of speaker-orientation and addresseetatien... Viewed in this way, the
traditional distinctions of first, second and thiptrson become blurred, since, for

example, the first person ‘slot’ can be filled witle, you, and one as well as | (Wales
1996: 7)

Wales (1996: 69) rightly points out that the actiiscoursal uses of the

traditionally-labelled first, second and third pardorms vary to the extent that

reference in relation to pronouns is very slipgedeed, even if you know who
the speaker is. For example:

apart fromthey and it, all the personal pronouns (includingnd can be used

egocentrically... Conversely, the 1PP | appearsetdixed in its reference to the ‘ego’
who speaks, and so is essentially reflexive. Onerasting exception, however, has
implications for this common view that the basieittic anchorage’ is speaker-
oriented..l meaningyouoccurs in utterances such as

I should ring them up

Thus, although any of the pronouns can be useef¢o to the speaker,

normally has only the speaker as referent, thohghpsovides one exception to
that rule.

that:

Finally, and most relevantly for my discussion héiales points out

In view of the wide range of potential referenaasybu, it is not surprising, as Fludernik
(1993) illustrates, that readers of so-called ‘secgperson’ fiction may have initial
difficulties in deciding whether thgou refers to themselves as readers, people in general
including the reader and/or narrator, a specificatgee or the actual narrator.”

(Wales 1996: 79)

These observations, whilst relevant and insightdol,not quite capture

the whole picture of pronoun use, reference andereimvolvement as seen in
contemporary poems. The remainder of this artidleattempt to bring some
light to bear upon these issues.
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The present study

Thestudy reported here follows from Jeffries (2008nich | analysed
two poems to try and establish how the text appedisvite the reader in’ and
what it might mean when thalon’t do so. In this study, | expanded the sample
to fifty contemporary poems; categorised them adiogr to their pronoun
usage and other person deixis features and madssassment of thpotential
for reader involvement in the poems as a resuthefperson deixis. The real
test of these findings will be to find a way to usader responses to assess
whether there is anything generalisable aboutrigact of personal deixis on
reader involvement. This will have to wait for amert project.

Here, | first of all categorized each poem accgdm the combination
of pronoun forms which were used in them. The aaieg that emerged from
the fifty poems were the result of considering grenoun forms with little
regard initially for their reference. | then coresiedd each poem individually to
ascertain whether some of the pronouns appearbdvi® referents apart from
their ‘textbook’ ones, as pointed out by Wales &hadernik. The resulting
categories of pronoun combination are discussemibel

First person narration with no addressee

Whilst not the largest group, there is neverthebesecognisable group
of poems in my data with a first person narratorpther pronoun use and few
(if any) other foregrounded participants. This nmakelikely that the reader
will identify with the only available personal dé@centre. Where there is a
clear persona other than the poet being referehgetthe first person — and
particularly perhaps where it is plural (e.g. tieof Armitage’s ‘The Tyre'?) —
there may be less inclination to identify with thm#rsona on the part of the
reader, though the reader may well have their owersqgnal memories of
similar events triggered.

Vicki Feaver's ‘Ironing’ is a poem about a womanoagoes through phases
of domestic servitude (characterised by the unmsacgsironing of towels),
isolation and depression (indicated by a complatk bf ironing) and finally
freedom (signified by ironing of only personal iterof clothing). Though
clearly a poem about being abandoned, the stresfgtiis poem partly lies in
the lack of addressee or referent. She might hagieeated her resentment
of the absent lover, either in addressing him/lyet)(or in referring to him
(s/hg — and this is what does happen in other poemgeasill see below. But
Feaver decides instead to indicate her (her nais@ochanging emotions
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through the variation in activity of a familiar destic chore. This leaves us in
no doubt about her frustration and anger in thst fophase I(stood like a
horse/with a smoking hgefher indifference in the second phakednverted
to crumplednegsand her contentedness in the third phaseathing the sweet
heated sméllbut she never addresses, nor refers to, the dlosen directly.

First person narration with one specific third person referent

Poems which combine the first person with a spedifird person seem
to congregate around three themes in my data., firste are the poems in
which the narrator expresses anger, usually inioel@o (but not directly at) a
lover/partner or ex-lover/partner. These include, dxample, Duffy’s poem
‘Havisham'’ about the jilted bride from DickernGreat Expectations

Not a day since then

I haven't wished him dead.
‘Havisham’ (Duffy)

Secondly, there are poems whose topic is the membrg dead
person/people or sometimes of a historical/mytharafictional character. In
my data, these include ‘Elegy for the Bee God' [jHilRequiem for the
Croppies’ (Heaney), ‘Captain Marsh’ (Sweeney)sltiorth noting that none of
these refers to a dead lover or partner, thoughesufithem, such as ‘Mid-term
break’ (Heaney), ‘Mittens’ (Sansom) seem to refedéad family members:

Cutting bread brings her hands back to me
‘Doorsteps’ (Gililan)

Finally, there are a small number of exceptionthéotopics of anger and
memory (with/about a person/people) and what ikisg about these is that
they have a tendency to haydural third person referents as in ‘Litany’
(Duffy) or in the case of ‘The Thought Fox’ (Hughean animal referent. This
group are also ‘memory’ poems in that they tenceter to particular incidents
in the memory of the narrator, who is the firstquer referent of the poem and
likely to be interpreted as the poet, given theegienexpectations | discussed
above. Unlike the second category, where the menwrgbout a specific
person/people, these third person referents appeabe present in the
backgrounded deictic field of the incident ratheairt being the main focus of
the memory itself:

My eyes search their faces for

the son | don't yet have.
‘Pond Dipping’ (Wardle)
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The options for readers identifying with the deiatentre of people in
these poems are relatively restricted. The mostikleictic centre for the
reader to opt into is the first person narratoif®ugh one could question (or
explore through reader-response questionnaires)thehehis depends on
gender, where gender is known, in the case ofdleeng about anger in relation
to a partner/lover. It seems very unlikely thatdexa will identify with the dead
person in the second group, partly because theyedeered to in the third
person, but mostly because they are dead. In theedloup, the nature of the
narration (an incident in memory) will predisposaders to identify with the
first person narrator and not the other charadtethe poem, partly because
they are mentioned in the plural or are not huntae fox) and partly because
they are part of the scene rather than the foctisegpoem itself.

First person narration with addressee

In the case of the classltyou combination of pronouns, we might
expect these poems to be largely love poems ofativay traditional kind.
There are such poems in my data, including ‘Theeidalscope’ (Dunn) and
‘Valentine’ (Duffy) where the addressee is cleathe lover. In ‘The
Kaleidoscope’, Dunn is addressing his dead wifdclvion the evidence of the
last category, would indicate using the third pertm refer to her. However,
this poem’s theme is the (unfulfilled) expectatiom has of seeing her still in
her bed and so the immediacy of addressing hetthjirisingyou) is one that
feeds into the emotional centre of the poem.

We might ask how the reader is likely to place hienself into the
deictic field of such a poem. Normal conversatiomgberience would incline
the reader to take up the position of addressestifging with the beloved.
Perhaps the immediacy of Dunn’'s wife being addcesdeectly could
overcome the reader’s otherwise likely avoidanc&lehtification with a dead
person. It also feeds into the universal habitaf dreaming about how people
will react to our death. Individual readers maynib@re inclined to identify with
the narrative voice if they are male (heterosexaatj/or have lost a (female)
partner, though readers are probably able to mgntatanslate’ the
genders/sexuality of protagonists and often dawgesponse not just to poems,
but to song lyrics. Duffy’s lover in ‘Valentine’ iserhaps even more likely to
be the focus of the reader’s deictic positioningtas a clear cut/you love
poem, albeit sung with onions, rather than flowgggve you an onion
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Another possibility with these poems is that thades will identify with
the first person rather than the addressee. Thies gagainst norms of
conversational interaction, but fits the genericpaotations of poetry,
particularly love poetry, where the dyad of thedoand beloved opens up the
possibility of identification with either role. Theis a tradition of the lover
being male and the beloved female, but | wouldcgrdtie that this tradition no
longer predisposes readers in quite the same whgt We can conclude about
this kind of pronoun usage is that it is no preali@n its own of which persona
the reader will identify with and that the otherntent as well as the
background of the reader can influence this derefi@tionship either way.

A third possibility is that thé/you dyad leaves no room for the reader,
who is therefore obliged to mentally ‘hover abawe scene like a cupid in
flight, observing but not participating in the seedeictically. This is perhaps
even more likely to be the case in poems with $igeferents such as ‘St
Brendan explains to the Angel’ where there is lessdppe for reader
identification with either saints or angels tharthaihe lover and beloved of
other poems. However, it should be added that éimeric expectation in prose
fiction would be that it is more likely for readets identify with omniscient
narrator deictic centres when the narrative is lwe third person. The
assumption in relation to prose is that first parsarration draws the reader
into the narrator’s deictic centre. The differenoé course, with much prose
fiction is that there is rarely an explicit addmesavho is referred to in the
second person.

In addition to the classiltyou dyad poems, there are others in the data
that bring in additional possible deictic centres the reader to identify with.
These include poems like ‘A small slaughter’ (Lgrdehere there is some
evidence that the second person pronoun foraj(is at times a specific
addressee and at other times might be the readsimifar deictic shift in
reference happens in the holocaust poem ‘Shootiags’SDuffy) where the
I/lyou referents are both dea¥qu waited for the bullgtut the reader is also
addressed, presumably from beyond the grave, byahator:

How would you prepare to die, on a perfect Apriéewng
with young men gossiping and smoking by the graves?

There are also poems where the direct addresseesdtiple, as in
Harrison’s ‘Long Distance’. Here, there is the cdicading factor of speech
presentation (in italics) where the deictic cemtfehe first person shifts from
the narrator (poet) to the father. The addresseebath of his parents and this
probably precludes the reader identifying with them
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Another variation on th&you poem is where the first person narrator
includes someone else in the reference by usingptheal we Deakin's
‘Prescription’, for example, includes a main refar(the dead mother) gesu
and has a backgrounded narrator who is hardly weedi, but occurs in an
exclusivewe which does not include the addressee but possiblydes other
siblings or family members. Most readers would Ilgagientify with this
unspecified family in contemplating a dead motherreative. A different
effect is achieved by Hughes in ‘Robbing Myself’ e the narrator is
captured in the singular pronoubut the plural first persowe seems to be the
addressee (his wife, Sylvia Plath) and the spatyifif the storytelling in the
poem does not really invite the reader to takeitigeof the available deictic
centres of Hughes or Plath. This produces thealdsi effect of making the
protagonists seem unreachable by those of us oltdied in their very tight-
knit (and as we know from this distance, dysfunid relationship.

Third person narration

Though not providing such a great challenge tardagler in some ways,
poems which are written as 3rd person narrativeprdduce a puzzle for the
reader who has the generic expectation that s/hdevable to take up one of
the deictic centres of the poem’s characters. iibtsresting, therefore, to see
that the poems which are purel§ person narratives in my data do seem to
find ways of providing a viewpoint for the readertake up.

In ‘Strange Fruit’ for example, Heaney allows u$ydhe position of the
narrator/viewer of the ancient corpse of a girlthy use of the proximal ‘here’
to demonstrate that we are not seeing throughithe @yes:

Here is the girl's head like an exhumed gourd.

By contrast, in ‘Up on the moors with Keeper’, diepall the
participants being referred to in the third perddopley manages to make the
viewpoint of the poem that of the three Bronteesist not their brother or
father, by their prominence in the poem. The sistge mostly the actors in
material action processes, whereas their brothérfather appear only as bit-
part players in optional prepositional phrases, asuglly referred to by a full
noun phrase where the head noun indicates a mhijp with the women,
whereas the women themselves are more intimatefigrreel to by the
collectivethey

They've kicked up their heels at a dull brother
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So, as far as this data show¥, (Brson narratives despite their lack of
obvious positions for the reader nevertheless gtide reader either to a
participant’'s or to an omniscient narrator's paifitview by means of other
deictic or semantico-syntactic features.

Poems with a range of pronoun use

A very large number of the poems in my data, thosligbrt in length,
combine a range of pronoun usage which gives tlaglerea much more
unsettled experience and less chance of settliogaisingular or unambiguous
position in relation to the poem’s deictic centye(Bhere are, for example,
poems written largely in first person, but with thecasional deictic ‘pointing’
to the universal use gbu Here it is in ‘Blackberry-picking’ (Heaney):

You ate that first one and its flesh was sweet

This poem is almost entirely narrated in the fpstson plural We) but
here, the reference to whaiu (= one) did becomes foregrounded internally by
its departure from thave of the narration. Suddenly, the specific story of
Heaney and his contemporaries as children invhiesréader to take up the
parallel position that any child out blackberrykping might occupy and even
readers with no experience of this late summewiagctvill thereby be enabled
to create, as it were, a false memory of such gereence.

Other poems seem to move between different posgibbmoun
combinations, meaning that the generic expectatidribe reader that poetry
will be ‘difficult’ to read are fulfilled as the ezler repeatedly has to re-orient to
the person deixis of the poem. ‘Against Couplingd¢ock) begins in the first
person, but this is generalised by the userd (not feeling a trespassing
tongue / forced into one's moitso that although there is a lot of detail which
seems to relate to the narrator’'s own experienagexfthe appeal to the reader
is to position him/herself in this universal deictientre. However, in stanza
two, Adcock switches to third persoas(his gaze / stirs polypal fronds in the
obscure / sea-bed of her bgdyhich the reader might conclude is a memory of
young love seen as though from afar. The final zgaorings the reader to
his/her own deictic centre again as the poem usesty address the reader
directly:

| advise you, then, to embrace it without
encumbrance.
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The earlier use obne for universal reference makes the reader more
inclined to view this later use gbuas second person reference and the explicit
nature of the speech aedyisg also places the reader directly in the position
of addressee. | haven't addressed the questior, béhow male or lesbian
readers would react to what is fairly obviouslyetdnosexual female narrative,
but would be interested to conduct some kind oflee@xperiment to establish
how the possible tensions between potential reaolgition and reader identity
might manifest themselves in the reading process.

Second person narration

Perhaps the most common and certainly one of tret mteresting uses
of pronouns in the data considered for this projgas the second person
narrative. In these cases, there is no first peussage and thgou becomes the
default deictic centre of the poem. The resulb# it is often possible to read a
whole poem withyou referring to the universal ‘one’ (which of coutiseludes
the reader) and also, by dint of the detail inghem, clearly referring also to
the narrator of the poem itself (i.e. equal)tdn ‘Pain tells you what to wear’,
for example, McGuckian appeals first of all to sokied of existential
experience of naturéfice you have seen a crocus in the act / of giwiag to
the nigh} which encourages the universal interpretatiothefpronoun, but the
increasingly specific detail in the rest of the moleelies this interpretation and
implies that the narrator is telling her own story:

Of all silences, the hardest to bear
is the strange vegetation of your clothes,

Of course, there remains only one potential readsition here, so the
merging of the universal with the particular does cause a rift in the deictic
position of the reader who moves smoothly fromKimig in terms of universal
human experiences to imagining the specific expedeof the narrator from
the inside. The additional effect of this smoo#msition is that the narrator is
experienced by the reader as being estranged evenher own experience,
unable to usel of herself and seeing the world as suddenly abeul
antagonistic:

a brand-new sleeve becoming haggard
with a garden's thousand adjoining moods.

A similar effect is created by the relatively deddyuse of pronouns in
‘Summer Evening’ (Sansom) where the first stanza aevery specific scene
but includes only incidental participants, somesme&en deleted by the use of
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the passive voicdle garden centre’s scented colours / are loaiaheithe backs
of estatepor by judicious personificatiorthat saw_offices undreder lunch
and there is no apparent internal point of viewaassult. The second stanza,
however, brings in gou pronoun which is repeated throughout a very dmail
set of scenes as the persona walks by the river eanerges as having
(possibly) been the narrator throughout the poeterall. The reader is
therefore, gradually sucked into a specific deietevpoint of a character who,
it seems, is not just having a pleasant walk omranser evening, but is also
having some relatively dark thoughts about oblivion

you imagine

being out on that water, the drag

and viscous ripples as you pull,

then shipping oars and just letting it drift.

The chilling effect of the end of this poem whiakems to begin very
cheerfully is partly delivered by this careful usfenarrative voice, starting very
distant (or even impersonal) but ending as a vexgraarrative viewpoint. By
this stage the reader may be incapable of stayoaf #om such a narrative
viewpoint and the deictic effect of the poem on tbader thereby mimics the
imagined effect of the river on the narrator.

Some poems make use of this potential of the pnoriorm you to link
the reader, the narrator and the universal (evefyas a way of presenting
emotions and experiences that can be interpretesomaly though the reader’s
own experiences. ‘Song of the Non-existent’ (Rusydar example, sets out a
scene of unease at dusk where ‘Anxiety walks admske polished counter’
and where first of the two occurrences of the puongmu is interpretable ab
(i.e. the poet/narrator):

This is the page on which you write the word ‘angels
and the second is more clearly potentially bothnizneator and the reader:

your sudden reluctance to remember
How hard it was, and how beautiful, to live.

It would be premature to assume that all such o$g®u as the sole
deictic centre of poems were equally anxious orrekged, though my data
does bear out this interpretation.
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Conclusions

One of the clearest conclusions of this projecthist there is some
interesting scope for reader response researck twatiied out in relation to
reader positioning in poems. However, this is ralleeasy to do and there are
many obstacles in the way which would make sucleames perhaps less
satisfactory than we would wish. In the meantimeni of the opinion that
there is a great deal that we can say about thethatytexts use linguistic
features to predispose readers towards taking gpoorother (or more than
one) point of view.

One amongst a number of the features of languagehvgeems to be
particularly powerful in this regard is personalixiee as realized largely
through personal pronouns. This project, thereftwek fifty contemporary
poems and traced their use of a range of persaonabpns to establish what
options the reader had in relation to taking upeavpoint within the narrative.
The resulting partial typology is as follows:

. | — first person narration

. | /you — first person narration with addressee

. I/ (s/he) — first person narration with specifither’

. S/he — third person narration with implied omnistiearrator

. S/he - third person narration with one or mordipi@ants as focalizer

. you - second person narration where you refetsdoe or you (the reader)

These categories are not watertight, nor do theyqaately represent
those poems where there are repeated shifts opwietv There is further work
to be done on the complete range of potential tilepoints’ in poems, which
can be an entirely linguistic task. It could beldaled by a reader response
project, to see whether the hypotheses producethdyinguistic analysis is
matched by the responses. Both of these may bableri

A full theory of personal deixis and reader positng in poetry is still
some way off, but there seem to me to be pattemesging from this limited
set of data which indicate that the effort is waitile and the insights into
poetic meaning which result are useful.
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