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Abstract

This paper shows how reflexive language, especially word order and demonstrative indexicality, in Thomas Hardy's Poems of 1912-1913 act as interpretation cues which enable us to construct a tentative hypothesis as to the writer's changing state of mind in the four months following the death of his first wife. 

... one there is to whom these things,

That nobody else's mind calls back,

Above a savour that scenes in being lack,

And a presence more than the actual brings;  

("Places")

1. Reflexive Language
It could be argued that the study of reflexive language came of age with Verschueren's (2000) paper on the role of metapragmatic awareness in language use. Verschueren accepts Lucy's claim that "Metalinguistic activity ... is fundamentally metapragmatic, that is, most reflexive activity deals with the appropriate use of language" (1993: 17), arguing that instances of metalanguage (i.e. references to language) are necessarily metapragmatic because they imply awareness of the effects of language and its use. Although Verschueren follows the established convention of providing a taxonomy of metapragmatic phenomena, he goes further than previous researchers in arguing that

A second way of approaching 'Metalanguage' is to look at it as a dimension of language - to be found in all language use - rather than a collection of instances of Metalinguistic language use. (2000: 440)

Verschueren seems to have been led to this insight through distinguishing in his taxonomy between explicit and implicit instances of metalanguage. Implicit metalanguage is manifest in the use of deictics, evidentials such as epistemic modal auxiliaries, and prosody. These phenomena are metalinguistic because none of them overtly draws attention to their reflexive properties in the way that explicit instances of metalanguage, such as speech act descriptions and discourse particles, do. In discussing metapragmatics as a "dimension" of language, Verschueren draws attention to the metapragmatic effect even of selecting a particular item from a paradigm containing more or less synonymous items. In this paper, I want to extend the notion of implicit metalanguage to word order, a metapragmatic phenomenon not noted by Verschueren. This will involve a consideration of the pragmatic effects and metapragmatic properties of word order choice in Hardy's Poems of 1912-1913.

Awareness of the reflexive nature of language is a relatively recent phenomenon in the literature. Although the 'metalinguistic' function was one of the six functions identified by Jakobson (1960), the detailed study of reflexive language was first taken up by Schiffrin (see, for example, 1987) and Lucy (Ed., 1993). The interest of pragmaticists is recent enough for us not yet to have decided on a right term for this function: are we to call it metalinguistic (the long-established term familiar in philosophical and scientific inquiry), reflexive (following Babcock, 1980), diacritic (following Hanks, 1993) or, as seems likely, to accept Verschueren's argument that we are in fact studying metapragmatics? And we still need to determine just what kinds of use are reflexive: explicitly metalinguistic phenomena such as mention, gloss and reported speech are widely agreed on, but what of implicit phenomena such as iconic word order and reference modification?

In discussing the very striking word order properties of Hardy's Poems of 1912-1913, I hope simultaneously to clarify some of these issues and to advance some hypotheses about the state of mind of a writer whose reflexive use of language seems to show that, in writing as he did, he knew what he was doing.

One reason why we have been slow to recognize the reflexive nature of our ordinary language is precisely because reflexivity is accomplished through this same ordinary language. So when we instruct hearers "how to interpret the speech they are hearing" (Lucy, 1993: 10), we do it at the same time as and in the language we use for ordinary extra-linguistic reference. In equating sentences with states of affairs in the world and representing those states of affairs in a 'metalanguage', truth-conditional semanticists implicitly recognize this function. But in distinguishing 'metalanguage' from 'object language' by representing metalanguage in a different code, truth-conditional semanticists simultaneously obscure our understanding of the reflexive nature of ordinary language. A similar omission occurs in the generative paradigm, where idealised utterances are stripped of familiar metalinguistic markers such as 'you know' and 'like', and where there is little or no attempt to represent reflexive language. 

One feature of language use in which there has been renewed interest in recent years is deixis. Originally seen as a prototypically pragmatic property of language because it represents a highly grammaticalized encoding of context, deixis played an early role in enabling pragmaticists to argue that syntax had to be pragmatically sensitive. This may have been a relatively unproductive argument, but it was one which was important in the coming of age of pragmatics (Grundy, 1995: 178). Later, interest switched to demonstrating how syntax showed sensitivity in other pragmatic domains (e.g., in the work of Horn (1972) on implicature and lexicalizability, and Sadock (1974) on syntactic reflexes of indirect speech acts). 

The reawakening of interest in deixis owes much to the detailed work of Hanks, and in particular to his 1989 paper, in which the indexicality of Maya demonstratives is so minutely described. We can now see it is because of its reflexive nature that deixis is a prototypically pragmatic property of language. Thus deictics such as we, today and there, in encoding a relationship between the person, time or place referred to and the point of origin of the utterance, are necessarily reflexive. Their referents, whether persons, times or places (or the names of persons, times or places), are determined by taking into consideration the points of origin of the utterances in which they occur.

In his 1993 paper, Hanks draws attention to the problem of data collection in the area of indexicality, and rightly points out that sitting around waiting for an understanding of the intricate indexical properties of the deictics of Maya speakers to become apparent to the researcher would take for ever. Nor could the understanding thus derived ever hope to replicate the knowledge of the native user. Hanks's solution to the data collection problem was to prompt native users to provide metalinguistic accounts of prototypical user knowledge.

In this paper I solve the data problem by taking a limited but complete set of crafted literary texts arranged by the author in an order other than that in which they were originally written and excluding those he wrote but felt it inappropriate to include in the crafted set. Thus relevant data are provided by the speaker (or, strictly, writer) acting in a consciously determined way so that the data are historical and collected systematically rather than opportunistically. The job of the researcher is to show how they manifest significant reflexive properties which are not due to chance and thus provide evidence about the nature of reflexivity, "writing" as a variety, and the state of mind of the writer himself.

A further advantage of literary data is that they are necessarily reflexive because they are a consciously created artefact obeying self-imposed formal constraints. As Lucy says,

The creation of poetic forms is seen to depend integrally on the use of metalinguistic forms and skills both to define performance contexts and to establish paradigmatic equivalences within those contexts ... In a sense, verbal art is a form of creative metalinguistic play with the power to affect social reality. (1993: 21)

In the set of texts that constitute the data for this examination of reflexivity, Thomas Hardy's twenty-one Poems of 1912-1913, the metapragmatic use of three linguistic forms - the non-deictic forms never and once and the deictic form now - are analysed. 

The following brief outline of the biographical facts surrounding Hardy's first meeting with Emma Lavinia Gifford in March 1870 and the events following her death in November 1912 provides a background to the use of these forms in the poems which constitute our data set. This ethnographic account is relatively easy to provide since, although his own version of his long and productive life (Hardy FE, 1962) is conspicuously sparse with respect to interpretation, Hardy has nevertheless attracted more than his fair share of biographers.

2. The Ethnographic Background

On 7th March 1870, at the second bidding, Hardy travelled to St Juliot to draw an architect's plan of the church. "It was a journey of seeming unimportance, and was reluctantly undertaken, yet it turned out to have lifelong consequences for him". (Hardy FE, 1962: 65). Emma was the first member of the household to welcome Hardy, and she describes her impressions in a brief paragraph ending with the words, "So I met my husband or rather he met me. I thought him much older than he was". (Hardy EL, 1961: 55). Hardy struck out the words "or rather he met me"; he also added after "I thought him much older than he was" the parenthetical "(he being tired)", but subsequently thought better of it and tried, unsuccessfully, to rub this addition out.  

During the next three days of "dry March weather" ("At Castle Boterel") in the company of Emma and others, for the first time Hardy visited Beeny Cliff, Boscastle, Pentargan Bay and the various other places that he was to revisit as a widower in the company of his brother Henry forty-three years later almost to the day and that were to inspire many of the Poems of 1912-1913.

However one reconstructs the thirty-eight‑year marriage, it is clear that it was not a happy one. In "Overlooking the River Stour" (1916), Hardy indicates that as early as 1877, in only the third year of their marriage, when he thought they were idyllically happy in their first house at Sturminster Newton, Emma already felt neglected and dissatisfied. The diaries she kept during the last twenty years of her life, perhaps entitled What I Think of My Husband and referred to as "diabolical diaries" by Hardy's second wife, Florence
, seem to have contained a catalogue of her unhappiness and dissatisfaction. Hardy read and destroyed these diaries between December 1912 and February 1913. The husband who showed such sensitivity even to Emma's description of their first meeting cannot have been under any misapprehension as to the true nature of her bitter feelings towards him as he read the record she had kept. It is clear also that he recognized that his own disinterest in her left something, perhaps much, to be desired.

On the day that Emma died, the man who Gittings claims had been "devoting for the last five years, all his best care, tenderness, and consideration to another, much younger woman (i.e. Florence)" (1978: 153) allowed the dramatic performance of The Trumpet-Major to go ahead in Dorchester

it being found impossible to put off the play at such short notice, so many people having come from a distance for it. (Hardy FE, 1962: 360)

This was one reaction to his release from the years of unhappiness married to the woman described in Edward Clodd's diary entry for 13th July 1913 as a "half mad wife" and by Orel as "hardly more than a reassuring presence whom he took for granted". (1976: 19)

But at some stage during the day that his wife died, some inexplicably powerful transformation overcame Hardy, and he experienced a second, quite contrary reaction. At the same time as allowing the performance of The Trumpet-Major to go ahead as though nothing had occurred, "his instant veneration of the dead woman" (Gittings, 1978: 151) began publicly with the words he decided on for the wreath - "From Her Lonely Husband, With The Old Affection" (Quoted in Millgate, 1982: 486).

Hillis Miller notes that third-person forms are associated with the past tense in Poems of 1912-1913 (1970: 249). Although in fact this observation by no means always holds, the message on the wreath prompts us to ask how it is that Hardy felt so quickly, perhaps on the very day of his apparently unloved wife's death, the pastness of their time together, his own loneliness, and the resurrection of their "old affection". These remarkable psychological facts were the first, immediate effects of his bereavement. How, then, do the Poems of 1912-1913 detail its continuing course?

I shall begin to answer this question by putting forward a tentative hypothesis based on the placement of the non-deictic never in sentences that have present or future reference in Poems of 1912-1913. This tentative hypothesis will serve as a frame for a more detailed examination of the subtler reflexive use of the deictic now that will follow.

3. Never, now and once in Poems of 1912-1913
There are eight unmistakable occurrences of never in sentences with present or future reference in the twenty-one poems. (There are a number of other occurrences of never associated with past events, which, for reasons that will soon be clear, are not relevant to the present argument). The eight present/future reference nevers are listed below in the order in which they occur in the sequence of poems as rearranged for publication by Hardy. Square brackets are used to indicate possible placements for never other than those the writer chooses. Thus:

(1)
That never again would [...] beam on you [...] 

indicates that Hardy wrote "That never again would beam on you" but might equally have written "That would never again beam on you" or "That would beam on you never again".

The title of the poem is given in conventional brackets and I also indicate (a) whether the imaginary text is spoken by Hardy or Emma, (b) whether the placement is left-end, medial or right-end, and (c) whether the placement is a non-standard poetic usage or "lower order grammaticalness" (Saporta, 1960: 84). 

(1)
That never again would [...] beam on you [...]      

    
("Your Last Drive"; Hardy's voice; left-end placement; 

?non-standard)

(2)
... or if you [never] go / There [at all] never at all 

    
("Your Last Drive"; Emma's voice; right-end placement; 

non-standard)

(3)
... never you'll [...] know 

    
("Your Last Drive"; Hardy's voice; left-end placement; 

non-standard)

(4) 
She [...] will never be stirred / In her loamy cell 

("I Found Her Out There"; Hardy's voice; medial placement; unmarked)

(5) 
Never he [...] sees my faithful phantom 

   
("The Haunter"; Emma monologue; left-end placement; 

non-standard)

(6) 
... [...] to return here never 

    
("His Visitor"; Emma monologue; right-end placement; 

non-standard)

(7) 
... and [...] will [...] laugh there nevermore 

    
("Beeny Cliff"; Hardy's voice; right-end placement; 

non-standard)

(8) 
... I [...] shall [...] traverse old love's domain / Never again 

    
("At Castle Boterel"; Hardy's voice; right-end placement; 

non-standard)

Thus the five 'Hardy's voice' nevers, i.e., the five occasions on which Hardy as writer might be said to be speaking for Hardy as widower, progress from two left-end placed occurrences, through an unmarked placement, to two right-end placed occurrences:

(1) 
That never again would beam on you (left-end)

(3) 
... never you'll know (left-end)

(4) 
She will never be stirred / In her loamy cell (unmarked)

(7) 
... and will laugh there nevermore (right-end)

(8) 
... I shall traverse old love's domain / Never again (right-end)

Apart from the unmarked example (4), the other sentences in this series are reflexive by virtue of the non-standard word-order option chosen. 'Poetic', or non-standard, order draws attention to the re-ordered item and instructs the reader how to interpret the sentence in which it occurs (a metalinguistic function), and how to understand the intended effect of the utterance to which it contributes (a metapragmatic function). 

In this sequence, the progression from left-end unfocused position to right-end focused position tentatively suggests that by the end of the sequence Hardy had convinced himself of the reality of a present and future without Emma. Knowing, as we do, that he rearranged the texts so that this sequence, which does not mirror the written order, is the sequence offered to the reader strengthens this suggestion. 

However, this argument cannot be anything more than tentative given the small number of examples on which it rests. But it may be sufficient to justify forming a hypothesis that other data will test. This hypothesis must be that bereavement is a process of coming to terms with a new reality which progressively replaces the former reality. Thus by placing the frequency adverb never in increasingly right-end positions in sentences referring to imagined present and future events involving the dead person (and thus progressively focusing it), the writer finds a strategy for coming to terms with a new reality. The word orders are reflexive because they instruct the reader in ways of understanding the focused item and the force of the utterance in which it occurs.

The occurrence of never in conjunction with again and more in three of these five cases is also notable. As iteratives, again and more both give rise to the presupposition that there had been at least one previous occurrence of the event mentioned. They show the speaker linking what he is saying to contexts other than the present one so that, as Hanks says of deictics, "the ability to use these forms appropriately is itself a metalinguistic ability, involving judgements about the fit between speech and context" (1993: 129). Although Hanks originally made this claim in relation to deixis, we can see that it applies equally to presupposition, which seems to be a form of 'foot-loose' indexicality: there is a context invoked by a presupposition, but in order to understand the utterance in which the presupposition occurs, it is sufficient to recognize this rather than to identify the actual prior context. It is probable that all pragmatic features have reflexive function because they are essentially lacking truth-value, and function as instructions to the hearer to interpret the propositional content of the utterances to which they are attached in particular context-related ways.

For the present purpose it will be sufficient to claim that these particular utterances are reflexive because they exhibit word order choice and, where they contain presuppositions, in referring to previous contexts, involve "judgements about the fit between speech and context". Because they are reflexive, they show a metapragmatically aware writer who knows what he is doing.

How then does the hypothesis that Hardy shows the process of coping with bereavement through the reflexive language of Poems of 1912-1913 stand up to a more exhaustive examination in the light of the further data available?

The item I want to look at in detail is the deictic now in the twenty-one poems. My attention was first drawn to this item in Bailey's commentary on its occurrence in "When Oats Were Reaped", although the conclusion I draw is different from his.

"When Oats Were Reaped" was written in August 1913 (i.e., after the Poems of 1912-1913) and not published until 1925. In the poem, Hardy describes a day in high summer near Stinsford churchyard and reports (or imagines) himself saying

(9) I wounded one who's there, and now know well I wounded her;

        But, ah, she does not know that she wounded me!

This is Bailey's commentary:

"When Oats Were Reaped" portrays Hardy in the summer after the death of his first wife Emma in 1912, on his way to her grave in Stinsford Churchyard. He meditates on the lack of harmony between them in the years before her death and expresses remorse for his share in it. The word 'now' suggests that he was not at the time aware how much he wounded her. He discovered the fact when he read her Some Recollections after her death. The title and opening line may be read as suggesting that what is sown in anger must be reaped in remorse. (1970: 538)

And this is the poem:

(10) 

That day when oats were reaped, and wheat was ripe, and barley ripening,

  The road-dust hot, and the bleaching grasses dry,

    I walked along and said,

While looking just ahead to where some silent people lie:

'I wounded one who's there, and now know well I wounded her;

  But, ah, she does not know that she wounded me!'

    And not an air stirred,

Nor a bill of any bird; and no response accorded she.

Reading the poem after Bailey's gloss, it is easy to separate fact ("Hardy in the summer after the death of his first wife Emma in 1912") from conjecture ("on his way to her grave"). More problematical is knowing whether or not to agree with the prominence given to the word now. Orel also identifies it as a pointer to interpretation when he says of Hardy: "he has learned more about her after her death (he 'now' knows how much he wounded her)". (1976: 42).

Although the meaning of "and now know well I wounded her" is not in doubt, are Bailey and Orel entitled to read such a significance into "now", particularly when it seems to distract attention from the following line, "she does not know that she wounded me"? Hardy did not write

(11)
... and know well I wounded her now

with "now" in focused position, where it would give rise to the implicature 'in contradistinction to an earlier understanding'.

It seems to me that, in choosing the leftmost allowable position for now rather than the rightmost, Hardy is playing down its salience and treating it as unexceptional. This is consistent with standard topic-comment or given-new accounts of word order. I suggest that now is picked out by Bailey and Orel as exceptional here because its reflexive nature is apparent in the prosody which signals a marked word order. Because it is marked as reflexive, they take it to have a heightened lexical salience. I am arguing, on the contrary, that a more appropriate interpretation is to treat it as less lexically salient by virtue of the left-end position. Bailey and Orel take the reflexivity of now to direct attention to the meaning of the lexical item itself, whereas I suggest that it draws attention to the placement of the lexical item in the sentence and its pragmatic function in the text as a whole.

The argument of this paper is that reflexive means are used to focus the never-ness of a present or future life with Emma and to minimize the now-ness of Hardy's recollections of a past life and imaginations of a continuing life with her. It is tentatively suggested that this might be construed as a grammar of bereavement. What he (and we) are to understand is not that he has just discovered that he wounded her, although this may indeed be the case, but that he wishes, having recognized this, to put it, as it were, behind him.

Other still more delicate examples of the use of now are easy to find in the poems written in this period. In the interrogative

(12)
What have you found to say of our past?

three positions for now seem grammatical/possible:

(12a) 
Now what have you found to say of our past

(where now might function either as a temporal deictic or, perhaps more usually, as a non-deictic, non-temporal discourse marker of topic adjustment);

(12b) 
What have you found now to say of our past

(perhaps the unmarked placement, where now functions as a symbolic deictic with the meaning at this time);

(12c) 
What have you found to say of our past now

(where now functions as a gestural deictic, at least to the degree that it is marked by pitch prominence, with the meaning at this moment in time).

As it is, Hardy asks the dead Emma the question "What have you found to say of our past?" in the month shortly after he read What I Think of My Husband when he revisited Cornwall. It would hardly be appropriate to frame the question in the form:

(12a) 
Now what have you found to say of our past

where now is taken non-deictically, since he knew she had found quite a lot to say of it before that moment. Equally,

(12b) 
What have you found now to say of our past

would perhaps not take adequate account of the fact that Hardy had read the painful manuscript, and

(12c) 
What have you found to say of our past now

might have a range of illocutionary forces extending from the intention to convey a reproach in the face of her continued disapproval, to a request for her to acknowledge the changed nature of a husband who had mended his ways.

In fact, Hardy does none of these, choosing instead 

(12d) 
What have you now found to say of our past ("After a Journey")

Thus Hardy places now in the leftmost position in which it retains an unambiguously temporal meaning. This unconventional placement of now between subject and lexical verb in "After a Journey", as in "When Oats Were Reaped", has a markedly reflexive function (which is readily detected in the prosody) and unavoidably draws attention to the need to interpret its effect. 

Altogether there are fifteen instances of now in the twenty-one poems in the sequence. These instances may be grouped into three categories, Hardy's voice left-end placement, Emma monologue left-end placement, and Hardy's voice right-end placement.

The Hardy's voice left-end occurrences include four marked placements: 

(13) 
... whither will its whim now draw me ("After a Journey")

(14) 
What have you now found to say of our past ("After a Journey")

(15) 
... that I now frailly follow ("After a Journey")

(16) 
The woman now is - elsewhere ("Beeny Cliff")

and five unmarked placements:

(17) 
... now you are not as you were ("The Voice")

(18) 
... now glistening wet ("At Castle Boterel")

(19) 
... now March is nigh ("Beeny Cliff")

(20) 
Now a cold wind blows ("Where a Picnic Was")

(21) 
... now that you disappear ("Without Ceremony")

Both unmarked and marked occurrences seem to support the hypothesis that part of the process of coming to terms with bereavement is to overcome, even perhaps repress, the painful contemporaneity of feeling by recognizing its imagined nature through the left-end, frequently unfocused placement of now. This finds a parallel in the repeated use of lexis suggesting the non-substantial or incorporeal nature of the imagined/remembered Emma, who is now a "dear ghost", a "voiceless ghost", a "thin ghost", a "good haunter", a "faithful phantom", etc.

Unfocused left-end placement is also found in all three occurrences of now in those poems which are written as monologues spoken by Emma. There are two marked placements:

(22) 
And would that now I knew/What he feels of the tree I planted ("The Spell of the Rose")

(23) 
Perhaps now blooms that queen of trees ("The Spell of the Rose")

and one unmarked placement:

(24) 
Now that he goes and wants me with him ("The Haunter")

These examples account for twelve of the fifteen cases. The three other examples of now in Poems of 1912-1913 are all right-end focused placements and all assert Hardy's recognition that Emma is dead:

(25) 
But all's closed now, despite Time's derision ("After a Journey")

(26)
Or listen at whiles / With a thought-bound brow / To the murmuring miles / She is far from now ("I Found Her Out There")

(27) 
... though Time's unflinching rigour, / In mindless rote, has ruled from sight / The substance now ("At Castle Boterel")

The left-end now placements weaken the sense of contemporaneity associated with the imagined or remembered Emma, and the right-end placements stress the reality of her absence. Taken together, the characteristic left-end placement of now and the three strikingly different contexts accompanying right-end placement are evidence of Hardy's coming to terms with the immense loss he so immediately perceived.

The four occurrences of (the non-deictic) once in this sequence of poems also support this position. Being left-end, non-standardly placed, and consequently unfocused, they are less specific in the way they refer to events than right-end placed examples might be expected to be:

(28) 
(Those places) that once we visited ("The Going") (cf. "those places that we visited once")

(29) 
... my once own quarters ("His Visitor") (Emma monologue)

(30) 
Where she once domiciled ("I Found Her Out There")

(31) 
A sweet soft scene / That was once in play / By that briny green ("The Phantom Horsewoman")

4. Conclusions

This paper has been about the reflexivity of language. In instructing a hearer or reader how to interpret an utterance or text, a speaker or writer uses reflexive language to create context. We can therefore distinguish between the means by which this done, i.e., the reflexive features themselves, and the context that is created.

4.1 Reflexive language

One of the purposes of this paper has been to enumerate and demonstrate a set of reflexive features. In particular, the paper shows how exercising word order options is reflexive, even though the reader or hearer may be uncertain as to whether it is the placement of the lexical item itself or its meaning that their attention is being directed to. 
Indexicality is also reflexive because it directs attention from the utterance or text to its point of origin. Thus the referent of a demonstrative such as now cannot be established without knowing the point of origin of the utterance. In the case of now, we were able to show how a placing that was as left-end as was consistent with maintaining its temporal deictic meaning was characteristic for this text. 

This paper has also drawn incidental attention to prosody, which from the hearer or reader's perspective is often the most obvious signal of reflexivity. 

4.2 Data

There is broad agreement that obtaining representative pragmatic data is very problematical. Thus almost all the examples in the two longest established pragmatics textbooks (Levinson, 1983; and Green, 1989/1996) as well as both Sperber and Wilson's (1986/1995) and Blakemore's (1992) work on relevance are invented or idealized. The most common way of eliciting research data is to use Discourse Completion Tests, in which informants are asked to decide on their response in a hypothetical context. The reliability of this elicitation method is increasingly questioned. In this paper, a data set selected and shaped by the writer was analysed. Allowing the informant to determine the elicitation context enables us to collect data which may be expected to show a significant concentration of particular features for the researcher to analyse.

4.3 The context created

In this paper, I have tried to draw some conclusions from (a) the placement of now as far to the left in a string as is consistent with its retaining a deictic, temporal meaning and (b) the increasingly right-end placement of never throughout the series of texts. Frequently, these placements are syntactically deviant in relation to the standard, non-poetic code. From a structuralist perspective, the 'poetry' consists in these deviant placements (Saporta, 1960). At the same time it is through the 'poetry' that Hardy comes to terms with his bereavement and creates the new context that represents the recognition of his changed situation. It is tendentious, but tempting, to make the claim that a healthy experience of bereavement is achieved by seeing events involving the person lost in the unfocused now. 

4.4 Poetry and reflexivity

It has frequently been observed that the language of literary texts draws attention to itself. In this paper, I have tried to show how reflexivity acts as an interpretation cue and instructs the reader to go looking for a (non-obvious) meaning.

4.5 The writer and his biographers

This paper has contained a number of references to some of Hardy's many biographers (Hardy FE, Millgate, Orel) and to commentators such as Bailey and Miller. Reading the modern commentators and biographers, it is notable that they see the poems as interpretable in terms of the life. Gittings, for example, writes of Poems of 1912-1913: "Their full meaning has never been examined, since the circumstances of his last years with Emma have never been fully understood or appreciated" (1978: 152). Bailey writes in a similar vein: "In my observation, the more a critic has known of the backgrounds of the poems, the more just his judgements" (1970: 4).

Equally, we could argue that the better we understand the poems, the more confident we can be that we have guessed the background correctly, and that it is only by reading the texts carefully that we can test claims like: "He was creating a myth of their life, and writing out of himself the nagging guilt of reality" (1978: 155), which readers of The Older Hardy will recognise as supporting Gittings's theory of Hardy's long involvement with Florence and his betrayal of Emma.

In this paper I have been at pains not to allow the biographers and commentators to have it all their own way. If there is a record to set straight in the account of Hardy's feelings towards his first wife, this paper may have made a small contribution by arguing from an understanding of the texts to the life, rather than what seems to be the more conventional way in Hardy studies, of working from the life to the texts.

4.6 Reflexive language and literary criticism

Although this paper has touched on several different aspects of textual understanding (as this six-part Conclusion shows), an overall aim is to bring together linguistic and poetic understanding. Thus the context that is cued by the reflexive features of the text is its interpretation. Similarly, Miller, thinking of these poems in particular, argues that poetry in general constitutes "the act of turning back on past events" which

frees old emotions from their imprisonment in the objects which contain them. It brings them back to life in a new form which allows an understanding of them impossible when they were happening. (1970: 245)

He uses "new form" in a sufficiently deconstructive way to allow the recovery of a simultaneous reference both to the reflexive linguistic 'form' and the writer's re-interpreted 'emotions' which the critic uncovers. This same duality is seen in the quotation from the poem "Places" with which this paper began, where Hardy sees Emma's presence as simultaneously "more than the actual" and, like reflexive language, not "the actual" at all.

Epilogue

It would be a careless reader who took the reflexive ending of "Where the Picnic Was", the final poem in this extraordinary sequence of love poems, as gratuitous:

(32)
And one - has shut her eyes / For evermore.
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