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Style in Fiction Revisited: The Beginning of Great
Expectations®

Geoffrey Leech (Lancaster University, UK)

Abstract:  The first half of this introductory essay illustrates, with ref-
erence to the five subsequent articles in this issue of Style,
how topics presented in SIF (Leech and Short, Style in Fic-
tion: An Introduction to English Fictional Prose) have been
explored in new and fruitful ways since its original publica-
tion in 1981. The second half examines the opening of
Chapter One of Dickens’ Great Expectations, in particular
the third paragraph, providing an example of the practical
stylistic analysis of short prose passages, typical of SIF, and
showing the interconnections between the main topics to be
elaborated in this issue.

1. Style in Fiction Revisited

In the early 1980s, which saw the publication of SIF (our abbreviation
for Style in Fiction: An Introduction to English Fictional Prose), the
study of fictional prose style using the methods of linguistics was an im-
mature field of research. In those days, with notable exceptions such as
Fowler’s Linguistics and the Novel (1977), most research on stylistics
focused on poetry.

Now, twenty-five years later, the situation has changed, and the
linguistic analysis of prose fiction has reached considerable maturity (sce
Emmott; Fludernik, Fictions; Hardy; Hoover; Hori; Simpson; Stock-

@ We are grateful to Style for permission to reprint this essay.



well, Science Fiction; Toolan, Stylistics; Narrative; and Verdonk &
Weber). Partly this has been due to a shift in the centre of gravity of
linguistic research, away from a core of syntax, phonology, lexicology,
and semantics and towards wide-ranging interdisciplinary studies of text
and discourse. Neighbouring and overlapping sub-disciplines such as
cognitive science, pragmatics, and discourse analysis (including critical
discourse analysis) have featured in this expansion of interest. For exam-
ple, Carter and Simpson argued for a discourse-analysis-oriented ap-
proach and Sell for a pragmatics-oriented approach to the language of
literature. On the other hand, the ability to explore whole works of lit-
erature from a linguistic viewpoint, rather than to confine attention to
short gobbets and passages, has been enhanced through the methods of
corpus linguistics, harnessing the power of the computer.

These broader perspectives on style were already opening up when
the first edition of SIF was written (1981), as can be noted from its
chapters with such titles as “Mind Style,” “The Rhetoric of Text,” and
“Discourse and Discourse Situation.” At that stage, however, the appli-
cations of such themes to literary style were somewhat tentative and
unsophisticated relative to what is happening today. And one research domain
was totally lacking in SIF: that of narratology, which the authors
felt could be omitted because of its relative independence from the
choice of language. Since then, narratology has not only developed into
a major research field, but has increasingly concerned itself with the
cognitive themes on which much recent work on fictional style has cen-
tred. The “logic of the story” (Herman, Story Logic; Narrative Theory)
is no longer something “out there” in the fictional world, but is “in
here,” in the minds of the reader, the narrator, and the characters
(Fludernik, “Natural” Narratology) .

This growing emphasis on cognitive linguistics (the “cognitive turn”
as it has been called) has been accompanied by more sophisticated theo-
rizing about the conceptual models needed to explain the construction of
meaning in literary works. One of the most promising cognitive theories
is that of mental spaces and conceptual blending' (Fauconnier, Fauconnier
& Turner, Coulson & Oakley) which has been applied increasingly to lit-
erary texts, witness Dancygier (“Blending and Narrative Viewpoint”)
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and other articles in the number of Language and Literature she edited.
In her article in the present number of Style, Dancygier takes this theo-
ry further, using “narrative anchors” to show how blending of mental
spaces can explain a reader’s construction of coherence for Margaret
Atwood’s The Blind Assassin, a novel broken into apparently disjoint
episodes, narrators, and texts.

Related kinds of mental modelling which represent the “cognitive
turn” include theories of mental processing and how the mind represents
reality. In her article on “Mind Style 25 Years On,” Semino shows how
improved models involving such constructs as conceptual schemata, men-
tal space blending, and cognitive metaphor have advanced our under-
standing of how the mind represents the fictional worlds of literary
texts.

This emphasis on the mind does not mean, of course, that stylistics
has no need to relate the cognitive world to the formal features of texts.
To some extent, the remarkable growth of corpus linguistics (see McEn-
ery and Wilson, Kennedy) alongside cognitive linguistics has been a
healthy influence, helping to achieve a balance between what is ob-
served on the page of text and what is represented in the mind. As a cor-
pus (in the electronic sense), the works of a great novelist reduce to
nothing but a vast array of letters, spaces, and punctuation marks. Yet
computational research provides tools for searching, analysing, and clas-
sifying this mass of data in ways that could barely be contemplated in
1980. Hoover’s article suggests how corpus linguistic techniques can be
employed to reveal the answers to large questions such as elements of
continuity and change in the oeuvre of a single writer, Henry James, in
this case. However much cognitive linguistics and corpus linguistics seem
to be at the opposite ends of a scale of abstraction, they are in fact in-
creasingly seen as collaborators (Gries & Stefanowitsch). The power
of the computer in finding patterns of recurrence and variation can sup-
port (or challenge) the models we build to explain the cognitive work-
ings of language in literature: for example, the patterns that can be said
to form a mind style. “Corpus stylistics” and “cognitive stylistics,” two
terms that have come into use since 1981, are not so compartmentalized

as might be supposed.



There is another way in which advances in empirical methods can go
hand-in-hand with advances in cognitive linguistics and cognitive sci-
ence. The article by Emmott, Sandford, and Dawydiak, takes up the
stylistic concept of foregrounding (in SIF related to psychological and
linguistic salience) and shows how prominent features of text can be ex-
perimentally correlated with increases in the reader’s attention. Intrigu-
ingly, however, the text-altering technique of attention-tracking em-
ployed does not appear to register signals salient from a narratological,
as opposed to a linguistic standpoint: perhaps an indication of the psy-
chological difference between the manner of speaking and the matter
spoken of. Can it be, after all, that the age-old dualist model of style
(see SIF chapter 1) has some validity?

The article by Short illustrates a further meeting-ground between
the empirical world of corpus stylistics and the cognitive world of mean-
ing construction and interpretation. By compiling and annotating a cor-
pus of both literary and nonliterary texts, Short and Semino and their
team (see Semino & Short) exhaustively test out the twin scales of
speech and thought presentation put forward in the last chapter of SIF
and show how these need correction and refinement by the addition of
extra types of speech and thought presentation and a whole extra scale
for the presentation of written texts. The field now needs to be renamed
(more awkwardly) as “speech, writing and thought presentation” (SW &
TP). In the present article, however, Short focuses on the scale of
thought presentation, complementing the cognitive themes of other con-
tributions by concentrating on the way different modes of presentation

characterize the narrative viewpoint.

2. The beginning of Great Expectations

The themes above need to be located in texts. For this purpose. [ turn to
the analysis of a small piece of prose writing, an example of the “practi-
cal stylistics” that was a prominent feature of SIF. To those who have
used SIF as a textbook. this section will recall Chapter 3 of the book,
which presents a method of analysis exemplified with three short passa-
ges from the beginnings of short stories. My own choice here is another

.60



opening: that of Dickens’s Great Expectations, focusing especially on
the third paragraph. The opening page of a novel may be thought too
easy a choice: indeed, the selection of any passage from a long novel is
unrepresentative, rather like studying the Mona Lisa by contemplating
her left eyelid, and the first page of a novel is especially so because of its
scene-setting concentration of thematic interest. But choosing the start
of a work of fiction does have the advantage of freedom from prior con-
text, and, for pedagogical purposes, it is a handy way of giving students
immediate access to issues of style. ,

One reason for attempting this piece of practical analysis is to illus-
trate what I hope are the strengths of a now somewhat neglected meth-
od, found in SIF, of focussing stylistic analysis first and foremost on the
formal features of the text, letting these develop into a springboard for
interpretation. This is what Dancygier, in her contribution, describes as
“constructing meaning(s),” and I suggest that it is in systematizing this
construction that cognitive stylistics has advanced the field. But a draw-
back of SIF was that the conviction carried by such interpretative com-
ments rested primarily on an appeal to the reader’s intuitive understand-
ing.

A second reason is to exemplify how the various themes to be ex-
plored in the other articles in this issue can be integrated in application
to fiction writing, something that cannot be realistically attempted ex-
cept with a short extract. Constraints of space, however, mean that [
will need to deal cursorily with these stylistic models, leaving many of
their details to be elaborated in the articles that follow.

In the following extract, the third paragraph is highlighted, with
lines numbered. The first two paragraphs and the beginning of the tu-

multuous fourth paragraph are given as context.

Chapter 1
My father’s family name being Pirrip, and my Christian name Philip, my in-
fant tongue could make of both names nothing longer or more explicit than
Pip. So, I called myself Pip, and came to be called Pip.

I give Pirrip as my father’s family name, on the authority of his tomb-

stone and my sister — Mrs. Joe Gargery, who married the blacksmith. As |
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never saw my father or my mother, and never saw any likeness of cither of
them (for their days were long before the days of photographs), my first
fancies regarding what they were like, were unreasonably derived from their
tombstones. The shape of the letters on my father’s, gave me an odd idea
that he was a square, stout, dark man» with curly black hair. From the char-
acter and turn of the inscription, “Also Georgiana Wife of the Above,” 1
drew a childish conclusion that my mother was freckled and sickly. To five
little stone lozenges, each about a foot and a half long, which were arranged
in a neat row beside their grave, and were sacred to the memory of five little
brothers of mine — who gave up trying to get a living exceedingly early in
that universal struggle — I am indebted for a belief I religiously entertained
that they had all been born on their backs with their hands in their trousers

pockets, and had never taken them out in this state of existence.

—

Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river
wound, twenty miles of the sea. My first vivid and broad impression
of the identity of things, seems to me to have been gained on a
memorable raw afternoon towards evening. At such a time I found
out for certain, that this bleak place overgrown with nettles was the
churchyard; and that Philip Pirrip, late of this parish, and also
Georgiana wife of the above, were dead and buried; and that
Alexander, Bartholomew, Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant
children of the aforesaid, were also dead and buried; and that the
dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes
and mounds and gates, with scattered cattle feeding on it, was the
marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond was the river; and that
the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea;
and that the small bundle of shivers growing afraid of it all and
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beginning to cry, was Pip.

“Hold your noise!” cried a terrible voice, as a man started up from
among the graves at the side of the church porch. “Keep still, you little dev-
il, or I'll cut your throat!” (Dickens 3—4)



