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But words are things, and a small drop of ink,

Falling like dew, upon a thought, produces

That which makes thousands, perhaps millions, think;
'T'is strange, the shortest letter which man uses
Instead of speech, may form a lasting link

Of ages, to what straits old Time reduces

Frail man, when paper— even a rag like this,

Survives himself, his tomb, and all that's his.

—George Gordon Byron, Don Juan
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Chapter One

Where do All the Allusions Come from 9

I. Mhat is an Allusion?

1. Definition of Allusion

The word “allusion” originates from Latin “allusionem”, meaning “a playing with, a reference to”.

According to Oxford Dictionary of Reference and Allusion, “when we make an allusion we
mention the name of a real person, historical event, or literary character, not simply as a straightforward
reference (as in ‘Hercules was an ancient Greek hero’), but in order to conjure up some extra meaning,
embodying some quality or characteristic for which the word has come to stand.” (Delahunty and
Dignen, 2010:x)

M. H. Abrams defined allusion as “a brief reference, explicit or indirect, to a person, place or event,
or to another literary work or passage”. (Abrams, 1971)

According to Manser, “an allusion is a reference that evokes a certain set of aspects or features
of a person or thing. For example, a kind and selfless person may be referred to as a Good Samaritan;
a musical genius may be hailed as a Mozart; a political, administrative, or financial scandal may be
referred to by name with the suffix-gate, after Watergate; a large-scale nuclear accident may be referred
to as another Chernobyl; a fatal weakness may be referred to as a person’s Achilles’ heel; something
that rises anew in the face of defeat may be compared to a phoenix rising from the ashes; and 9/11 has
become synonymous with terrorist atrocity.” (Manser, 2003)

“Allusion” is roughly equivalent to the Chinese expression “ # #{ ” (dian gu), whose
original meaning, according to Ci Hai, is “ #1213 {) ~ , meaning “literary quotations and classical
allusions™. It also refers to the person responsible for the observance and arrangement of rituals. Dian
Gu in Chinese later acquires its second meaning: a reference to a story, place, character, or a sentence in
literary or classic works.

2. Key Elements of Allusions

> form of the allusion ( $L[& dian mian)

> origin of the allusion ( #LI{ dian yuan)

> meaning of the allusion ( #i X dian yi)

> use of the allusion for a specific purpose in a particular context ( FHt yong dian)

[ Example 1 ]

Allusion: Cleopatra’s nose
Meaning: an apparently insignificant thing that is actually of extreme importance and major

consequences
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Origin: Roman history. Cleopatra was the beautiful Queen of ancient Egypt. Julius Caesar and
Mark Anthony, both beguiled by the beauty and charm of Cleopatra, offered her military
assistance to preserve her throne from the rival claim of her brother, which exerted a
profound influence on the history of the ancient world.

Use of the allusion : “If the nose of Cleopatra had been shorter, the whole face of the earth would

have been changed.” (in Blaise Pascal’s Thoughts [ Pensées])

[ Example 2 J

Allusion: kick against the pricks
Meaning: to resist or protest against prevailing opinion or conditions
Origin: From the Bible: Saul is struck by a bright light while on the road to Damascus and
addressed by Christ himself: “And the Lord said, I am Jesus whom thou persecutest: it is
hard for thee to kick against the pricks.” (4ct 9:5)
Use of the allusion : “Paul was laid up with an attack of bronchitis. He did not mind much. What
happened happened, and it was no good kicking against the pricks.” (by D. H.

Lawrence in Sons and Lovers)

3. Quotes about Allusions

1) To borrow and to steal: “One of the surest of tests is the way in which a poet borrows. Immature
poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take, and good poets make it into
something better, or at least something different. The good poet welds his theft into a whole of
feeling which is unique, utterly different from that from which it was torn; the bad poets throws
it into something which has no cohesion. A good poet will usually borrow from authors remote
in time, or alien in language, or diverse in interest.” (T. S. Eliot)

2) The link between the new and the old: “A little bit of one story joins onto an idea from another,
and hey presto, ... not old tales but new ones. Nothing comes from nothing.” (Salman Rushdie)

3) Allusion and creation: “There is no creation without tradition; the ‘new’ is an inflection on a
preceding form; novelty is always a variation on the past.” (Carlos Fuentes)

4) Implicitness of allusions: “An allusion which is explained no longer has the charm of allusion.
... In divulging the mystery, you withdraw its virtue.” (Jean Paulhan)

5) Failure and effectiveness of an allusion: “When they fail, allusions leave us exposed: either
enmeshed in inelegant, patronizing explanations or cast adrift with insufficient provisions on the
murky seas of a childlike half-understanding. Failed allusions produce feelings of betrayal on
all sides because they reveal mistaken assumptions about shared frames of reference and like-
mindedness. ...Unlike most tricks, the allusion triumphs only when people know precisely how
it is done.” (Elizabeth D. Samet)

6) Allusions and plagiarism: “Postmodernist ideas about intertextuality and quotation have

complicated the simplistic ideas about plagiarism which were in Destry-Schole’s day. I myself
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think that these lifted sentences, in their new contexts, are almost the purest and most beautiful
parts of the transmission of scholarship.”(A. S. Byatt)

7) To quote and to be quoted: “It is generally supposed that where there is no quotation, there will
be found most originality. Our writers usually furnish their pages rapidly with the productions
of their own soil: they run up a quickset hedge, or plant a poplar, and get trees and hedges of
this fashion much faster than the former landlords procured their timber. The greater part of our
writers, in consequence, have become so original, that no one cares to imitate them; and those

who never quote, in return are seldom quoted!” (Isaac D’Israeli)

I1.VNhat Are the Major Categories of “Allusions ?
1.Historical-Religious / Mythological-Literary Allusions
In terms of the sources of allusions, they can be classified into the following categories:
1) Historical allusions, which refer to figures, events and places in history
Examples in Chinese: /355, % . 2] Mesr, ENgF22IR, BT 28, Bt E55.
Pt S, SRS RERE . AT OKITE
Examples in English: Meet one’s Waterloo, Crusade, the Fifth Column, cross one’s Rubicon,
leave no stones unturned, Bruce and Spider, Mayflower, D-Day, Gold Rush, Pearl Harbor, Dunkirk
2) Religious classics, mythological stories, legends and fables
Examples in Chinese: VP . =AF3 . ANHRES. BRBED., BABIL. HHEF
J& . AR, @IAKEREE . =dRKITAA, 4FRRE L, HRGEIR . FoARih]
Examples in English: the last supper, Judas, Helen, Prometheus, Cupid, the emperor’s new
clothes, Midas’ touch, sour grapes, make bricks with no straw, Magi’s gift, the last straw, birds of a
feather, to cry crocodile’s tears, a Baker’s dozen, honeymoon, down and out, take a French leave, have
burning ears, a bird of ill omen, a chip on one’s shoulder
3) Literary allusions, which refer to characters, plots, places, quotes, etc. in literary works
Examples in Chinese: B XU H . KITARZE ., BER . A . SR . HEME . K
e BORBRRIFIE . BT Q X5 . FFBESFIL
Examples in English: A pound of flesh, tilt at windmills, Catch-22, Uncle Tom, Utopia,
Holmes, Man Friday, the Artful Dodger
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2. Allusions to Events — Allusions to Quotes
According to Chinese literary tradition, allusions can be grouped into two categories:
1) Allusions to events (Shi Dian, Z5-#4 ), allusions that involve a story or plot
Examples in Chinese: =[5, EFEHE., P1=FM., Mg
Examples in English: Pandora’s box, burn one’s boat. These allusions usually originate from a
myth, legend, fable, anecdotes of a historic figure, etc. Allusions to events can be very short and concise.
The following is a detailed analysis of an example from the English language: albatross around one’s
neck:

Albatross is considered as the most legendary of all birds. It has been a tradition that when sailors
caught the birds, they usually let them free again. The possible reason is that it was believed that
albatrosses were often regarded as the souls of lost sailors and killing them was supposedly viewed as
bringing bad luck.

The expressions “albatross around one’s neck” alludes to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem The
Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1798). In the poem, an albatross starts to follow a ship, which is a good
omen. However, a mariner shoots the albatross with a crossbow, and this brings curse to the ship — the
ship is mysteriously sent to uncharted and becalmed waters:

Day after day, day after day,

We stuck, nor breath nor motion;
As idle as a painted ship

Upon a painted ocean.

Water, water, every where,

And all the boards did shrink;
Water, water, every where,

Nor any drop to drink.

Even when they are too thirsty to speak, the sailors stare at the mariner, blaming his action for the
curse. He feels as though the albatross is metaphorically hung around his neck. The symbolism used in

the Coleridge poem is its highlight:

Ah! Well a day! What evil looks
Had I from old and young!
Instead of the cross, the Albatross

About my neck was hung.

Then, the ship encounters a ghostly vessel, on whose board are a skeleton, Death, and a deathly-
pale woman, the “Night-mare Life-in-Death”. They are playing dice for the souls of the crew. Death
wins the lives of the crew members and Life-in-Death the life of the mariner. Her name implies that

the mariner will endure a fate worse than death as a punishment for killing the albatross. Indeed, right
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in front of him, the crew members die one by one and he sees the expressions in their eyes and on their

faces. He suffered for seven days and nights.

Alone, alone, all, all alone,
Alone on a wide wide sea!

And never a saint took pity on
My soul in agony.

The many men, so beautiful!
And they all dead did lie:

And a thousand thousand slimy things
Lived on; and sodid I

I looked upon the rotting sea,
And drew my eyes away;

I looked upon the rotting deck,
And there the dead men lay.

The curse is lifted only after he starts, even unconsciously, to appreciate the beauty of sea creatures

swimming in the water and bless them:

I looked to Heaven, and tried to pray:
But or ever a prayer had gusht,
A wicked whisper came, and made

my heart as dry as dust.

I closed my lids, and kept them close,

And the balls like pulses beat;

For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky
Lay like a load on my weary eye,

And the dead were at my feet.

The cold sweat melted from their limbs,
Nor rot nor reek did they:
The look with which they looked on me

Had never passed away.

An orphan’s curse would drag to Hell
A spirit from on high;
But oh! more horrible than that

Is a curse in a dead man’s eye!
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