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Christoph Bode

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

The French for London is Paris.
Eugéne lonesco
I. Proem

There is in David Lodge's extremely funny "adademic romance" Small
World an in every sense of the word peripheral character by the name of Akira
Sakazaki, who teaches English at Tokyo University and in his spare time
translates into Japanese the latest, though not quite fresh novel, Could Try
Harder, of a former angry young man, Ronald Frobisher. Conscientious Akira
Sakazaki, to be sure, tries very hard to understand Frobisher's English and to
render a faithful and congenial translation, but he runs into enormous diffi-
culties because the kind of English Frobisher's fictional characters speak is de-
cidedly non-standard and highly idiomatic. In his plight, Sakazaki bombards
Frobisher with aerogrammes asking for clarification of points such as the fol-
lowing;:

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

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

Frobisher, reading this to his wife Irma, is all understanding;:

"I mean, you can see the problem," says Ronald. "It's a perfectly natural
mistake. ] mean, why does 'a bit of spare' mean sex?"

"I don't know," says Irma, turning a page. "You tell me. You're the
writer."

"Page 93, 2 down. 'Enoch 'e went spare.' Does this mean Enoch went to get a

1 Lodge (1985), 105.
2 Ibid%l&}. »
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spare part for his car? You've got to feel sorry for the bloke. He's never
been to England, which makes it all the more difficult."3

When this is read by a non-native speaker of English, this fictional item of
cross-cultural non-understanding or misunderstanding takes on a very inter-
esting new quality: The text, by analogy, refers partly to its being read and,
where no explanations are provided, paradoxically stages and thematizes the
possibility of its not being understood. What is more, the text as it were mir-
rors the very situation in which it is being read and understood or not under-
stood: It becomes an instance of a Sakazaki reading if it is not understood, an
instance of a Frobisher reading if it is. So, non-native speakers either find
themselves in Sakazaki's shoes and the joke is on them (but lost on them,
too) - or they have become, by virtue of their acquired linguistic and cultural
competence, honorary Englishmen and -women, who can smile about the lit-
tle Sakazakis in them all. They are Frobishers with a past, Frobishers with an
extra cultural background.

The situation emblematically encapsulates much of what cross-cultural
understanding is all about: Learners widen their horizons by adopting addi-
tional linguistic and cultural perspectives, by gaining access to new informa-
tion, and, perhaps the keystone of it all, by acquiring new ways of processing
information, new and old. Once this process of familiarisation has reached a
certain point, they "can't go home again",4 because both "they" and "home"
have become different from what they used to be, putinto perspective as they
have been. But they cannot leave home either, carrying it with them all their
lives. This is why they have a remarkable advantage over Messrs. Frobisher
and Lodge: their "Tokyo", wherever it may be, is not the clichéd caricature we
find in Small World, and their "London", it may be assumed, isn't either. To
have to learn English as a foreign language and to have to enter a different
culture laboriously, step by step, is an enormous asset, not a liability; it is an
unearned privilege, denied to those who are simply born into it: It is to be
feared that they may hardly ever know what it means to both share the fun
that is made of non-native speakers and to perceive, at the same time, the in-
sularity and parochialism this kind of humour bespeaks.

The following is an attempt to specify what literature, and poetry in par-
ticular, can contribute to the teaching of English as a foreign language and an

3 Ibid.
4 Acton, William R. and Judith Walker de Felix. "Acculturation and Mind" in Valdes
(21987), 20-29, here 28.
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assessment of the various hermeneutical procedures implied by different ap-
proaches.

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

When literary texts are introduced in foreign language teaching (and there
are some who say this should not be done at all, because they believe it is dis-
tracting and disorientating or runs otherwise counter to their educational
aims)’ itis mostly for two different reasons: either to teach culture, or to teach
language. If your aim is the teaching of a foreign culture, you will do best to
pick literary texts which are highly "typical" in the sense that they contain, ex-
plicitly or implicitly, a lot of specific information on the target culture, its
characteristic traits, idiosyncracies, traditions, etc. However, if you introduce
such a literary text fairly early in your unit, your students will still lack an
understanding of the very information the text contains and your main activ-
ity will then be to explain (in the most pedestrian sense of the word) what it
means when it says this and that. It should be clear that this kind of "reading"
of a literary text for a non-literary purpose is, strictly speaking, no reading of
it at all. The text is simply taken as a sort of spring-board to something that is
extraneous to it, as a mere occasion to talk about something else. In this ap-
proach, the literary text is used as jumping-off place - once you've jumped, it
holds no interest in itself whatsoever. It served an auxiliary function, and that
is it.

If, on the other hand, your students have already become quite familiar
with the subject of your unit as a result of your teaching with non-literary
materials and you introduce a poem or a short story later in the unit, the re-
sult will be somewhat different, though not basically so: Now students will be
in a position to re-identify for themselves in the literary text those bits of cul-
tural, historical, ideological etc. information that they have been acquainted
with before. But again, it would be difficult to claim that what they do is in
any serious sense of the word a reading of the literary text as a literary text. In
fact, what they do amounts to little more than the equivalent to painting by
numbers: Textual elements are schematically identified and put into a one-to-
one relation with "reality". The task is completed, the poem "explained", when
all the major blanks are filled, i.e. related to something outside the text.

5 Valdes mentions some objections in "Culture in Literature" (see Valdes, 21987, 143f.),
as does Widdowson in "The Teaching, Learning and Study of Literature"
(Quirk/Widdowson, 1985, 180ff.).
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In both cases, therefore, the movement is away from the text, its treatment
is tangential. Of course, neither students nor teacher are to be blamed for this.
It is an inevitable consequence of their approach. Once literature is studied "as
evidence for something else",6 not for its own sake, the well-known "flight
from the text'"” is pre-programmed. When you use literary texts as social, his-
torical and cultural documents, deliberately eclipsing their literary-aesthetic
dimension, what else can you expect? When you treat a literary text as any
other non-fictional or non-poetic text, then - it is an observation close to tau-
tology - it will respond on the very same level as you put your questions8
You get what you deserve, but certainly not the most out of it.

Just how much this reduction of the literary text is the result of the chosen
approach to literature can be seen from what I would call the positivistic
paradox: The better your choice of text has been in terms of cultural teaching,
the less the text will be seen as a literary-aesthetic construct. The more specific
it is to the target culture and the more productive it seems in terms of cross-
cultural mediation, the less it will serve as an illustration of what the indige-
nous literature is like and can do. If that isn'ta catch 22 ...

This even holds true if none of those engaged in the classroom situation is
consciously pursuing a positivistic approach - even against the teacher's best
intentions a tendency to "explain" a highly culture-specific literary text with
recourse to extra-textual reality will necessarily establish itself. The positivistic
approach to literature is not something that must be deliberately chosen - it is
"always already" there, whether you like it or not, when you use literature to
teach something else.

One way to counter the old formalist/structuralist reproach that the posi-
tivist systematically evades and circumvents his subject and talks about any-
thing else but the literary text? would be to embrace it and say: Yes, but we
never made any other claims. We do use literature as a handmaiden and, for
us, there lies no "reduction" in this, because the job was advertised as that of a
handmaiden.

6 Widdowson (1977), 78.

7 Michael H. Short and Christogher N. Candlin. "Teaching Study Skills for English
Literature" in Brumfit/Carter ‘Nl}‘::W), 89-109, here 89.

8 Cf. Widdowson (21977), 79: "What does Tintern Abbey tell us about Wordsworth's
phjlost_)l%hy? What do we learn about Victorian London by reading Oliwer Twist? and
so on. The point about questions of this sort is that they reduce literature to the level
of conventional statement about ordinary reality. [..]l estions such as these, then,
are not directed at the specifically literary nature of literature: instead they treat lit-
erature as a source of inF(fxfmation such as we might treat conventional forms of dis-
course like a historical document, a philosophical treatise, a sociological question-

naire."
9 Cf. Bode (1983), 50ff.
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This defence is, I think, not particularly convincing. For one, it leaves un-
explained why one should introduce literary texts for non-literary purposes at
all. Thinking of the enormous semiotic extra potential commonly ascribed to
literary texts (a point to which I shall come back later, in IV), it seems a bit like
buying a Porsche to do one's last minute shopping round the corner. Sec-
ondly, the flaw of this approach is not only one of dubious economy, of
choosing something extraordinary to do something ordinary, it also involves a
very serious disorientation of the learner in that it incites him to read a fictional
or poetic text in a different way from how it is actually read in the target cul-
ture. To induce somebody to read a fictional or poetic text as if it were not a
fictional or poetic text is to encourage misreading in its crudest form. The point
bears repetition: to read a poem as if it were not a poem, to read a short story
as if it were not a short story, entails the most fundamental misunderstanding
possible in textual matters. This should not be taken lightly: If in teaching
culture this most basic distinction of cultural/textual practice is denied, when
and where will the damage ever be made good?

The charge against the positivistic misreading of literature in teaching a
foreign culture has been phrased in very general terms: to study literature for
something else is to neglect its character and specificity. The same can, of
course, be held against its use as material for language teaching. For if the fo-
cus is on linguistic patterns, vocabulary etc., the literary text as literary text
must be out of focus. Nothing could be more obvious. As the late Albert Henry
Marckwardt put it, "the use of literary texts as drill materials for the acquisi-
tion of language skills [is] totally inappropriate.”® The situation in both
fields - culture teaching and language teaching - being virtually the same, it
follows that a combination of the two can hardly alleviate the predicament. To
suggest, as has been done, that literary texts should be used for the combined
purpose of teaching a foreign language and a foreign culture is only tanta-
mount, I think, to conniving at the perpetuation of literature's double subju-
gation.

This being so, one could easily sympathize with those who believe that
rather than encourage the misreading and misrepresentation of literature in
foreign language teaching, one should not introduce literature in such courses
at all. I do believe, however, that there is a function for literature in this con-
text beyond the "handmaid" function delineated above, and an extremely valu-
able function, too. But before I sketch how the teaching of literature qua liter-
ature can powerfully assist the teaching of foreign languages without yet be-

10 Marckwardt (1978), 69.
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ing confined to a merely auxiliary position - the seeming contradiction is de-
liberate - I mean to refute an argument which, I think, defends the use of liter-
ature in foreign language teaching with defective reasons.

It is common knowledge today that there is no such thing as "literary lan-
guage", no linguistic differentia specifica that would be shared by all literary
texts, but be lacking in all others. Deviant use of language is neither a suffi-
cient nor a necessary condition of literature. "Literariness" is not a tex-
tual/linguistic feature, but a pragmatic category - it is not the starting point
for our reading, but the result of our processing the text according to interpre-
tive strategies culturally mediated and culturally set apart from other reading
strategies. It is our focussing on the text in a special way that brings out its
"literary" features.11

For a moment it seems as if this has pulled the rug from under the above
complaints about the "reduction" of literature and the neglect of its "character"
etc. If the "literariness" of a text is not a textual/linguistic feature, let alone an
"essence"”, but "only" the result of our treating it as such, how can there lie a
disparagement in a different use? In other words: if all texts are basically the
same and open to "literary" as well as "non-literary" readings, why plead a
special case for "literature" at all?12 The opposition seems a specious one, and
the argument works both ways: for an inclusion of so-called "literary" texts in
foreign language teaching and for the possibility of "non-literary" readings of
them, should the need arise.

This, however, is a blatant non sequitur, and a grave misunderstanding of
the anti-essentialist concept of "literariness": From the idea that "literariness" is
not a textual/linguistic feature but a pragmatic category, it does not follow
that all texts are basically the same. Quite on the contrary, the different usages
to which they are put in a specific culture are a determining factor that must on
all accounts be taken into consideration. As there are no texts outside cultural
practice, it is impossible to ignore and neglect how they are actually read and
processed in a given culture. These are social facts and to speak of texts as if
they existed in a socio-historical vacuum is to fall into a new kind of textual
essentialism and objectivism in the very act of refuting the old one. There is
no text "as such", no text apart from its being read in a historically and cultur-
ally concrete situation. Therefore, to read a text which by cultural practice has
been stabilized as a "literary" one as if it were not is still a fundamental mis-
reading, even if, yes, especially if you do not believe in textual objectivism or
textual essentialism. The gauge is still there, only it is no longer ahistorical,

11 Cf. Bode (1988), 340-378; Fish (1980); Brumfit/Carter (1987), 5.
12 Cf. Bex (1988), 124, 126.



The Hermeneutics of Teaching English Poetry 171

transcendental and absolute, but found in the practice of a cultural commu-
nity.

To treat alike all texts a culture has produced, no matter in which genre
they have been positioned, is an absurd idea. Whatever their motives, those
who cherish this idea and act accordingly can hardly refer to the functionalist
concept of literariness as support for their stance.

When you teach language, culture and literature, it makes good
sense - does it not? - to accept what counts as language, culture and literature
in your target society.

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

Let us take a closer look at the above stated paradox, viz. that the more
culture-specific a literary text is, the less it will serve to illustrate what the in-
digenous literature is like and can do, because all the extra information indis-
pensable to an understanding of the "area studies" side of the text will in-
evitably distract attention from its literary and poetic qualities - let us look at
this paradox by way of a seemingly extreme example, the poetry of Sir John
Betjeman.

The Encyclopaedia Britannica informs us that Betjeman (1906-1984), who
was knighted in 1969 and became poet laureate in 1972, is a

poet whose nostalgia for the near past, exact sense of place, and precise
rendering of social nuance made him widely read in England at a time
when much of what he wrote about was rapidly vanishing. [...] His cel-
ebration of the more settled Britain of yesteryear seemed to touch a re-
sponsive chord in a public suffering the uprootedness of war and its
austere aftermath.13

Godfrey Smith's The English Companion: An ldiosyncratic A to Z of England
and Englishness has an entry on Betjeman-twice as long as that on
Larkin - which begins,

It has been observed of Betjeman's work that it gives you the key to a
past which you will instantly recognise even if you were never there. Few
key words in the lumber room of every Englishman's mind (Ovaltine,
Sturmey-Archer bicycles, Home and Colonial stores) are not memo-

13 s.v. Betjeman.
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rably embedded in his oeuvre. His inimitable artifice has transmuted
these folk memories into art.14

Indeed, here we have already the elements that recur time and again in all
appreciations of Betjeman's role and standing in post-war English poetry and
that all mark him as a highly "culture-specific" poet:

1. He is characterized as being "quintessentially English",15 as displaying
an "essential Englishness",16 and writing a kind of poetry which sometimes
makes critics wonder, "What sort of sense [...] does Mr Betjeman make to the
reader abroad - to someone outside our island ethos? Is he chiefly an author
for export or for home consumption only?"17 Philip Larkin's answer to that
was clear and in the negative: Betjeman's poetry was such a "Special, English
thing" that "with its wealth of local allusion and local sentiment, its high-
pitched titter, [it] does shut a door in the face of American or European visi-
tors."18 But, of course, although "its appeal is limited to those who share its
cultural background,"!® Betjeman's poetry might, on the other hand and for
that very reason, well serve "as a kind of imaginative Baedeker, mastery of
which by the over-seas readers confers a clear sense of present English liv-
ing."20

2. The extraordinary commercial success of Betjeman's poetry - his Col-
lected Poems (1958) sold more than 100,000 copies in a comparatively short
time and saleswise he must be the most popular English poet after World War
I - is highly indicative of a prevalent mood in certain sections of British soci-
ety. It is true that the recognition of his success sometimes takes the form of a
double-edged compliment ("Sir John Betjeman [...] is known to and admired
by thousands of his countrymen who seldom read and never buy a volume by
any other living poet."21). It is also true that, apart from Larkin's praise, Betje-
man's poetry has found few professional admirers, but many detractors (John
Wain castigated "the writer's almost complete lack of the skills of the true
poet, his wooden technique, his water-colours slapped at the canvas, his incu-
riosity about literary art."22). But the popularity of "that belated Edwardian"?

14 5.v. Betjeman.

15 Clarke (1983), 58.

16 Stanford (1961b), 15.

17 Ibid.

18 Quoted in Clarke (1983), 65.

19 Press (1974), 49.

20 Stanford (1961b?, 15. Stanford formulated this as a question. His book was published
in 1961 and I believe the use of "present" was questionable even then.

21 Sg the blurb to John Press's book on Betjeman.

2 Wain (1963), 171; cf. Thwaite (1985), 7: "The appointment of Sir John Betieman as
Poet Laureate towards the end of 1972 was greeted in many quarters with the sort of
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or even "Victorian"? remains an indisputable social and cultural fact. One
may say that "Mr Betjeman's poetry is studded with the landmarks of one
whose life has been a part of the literary upper-middle-class Establishment,"?
or that "the English life" he depicts is that "of southern England in the middle-
Middle or upper-Middle class,"?® and may add that his nostalgia meets the
needs of that particular class.Z But the very fact that this is so - that his writ-
ings have been in tune with "the cultural temper of these post-war years
[which] is decidedly insular2 - is a further reason to pick Betjeman's poetry
as an example for culture-specific literature: his poetry is what in important
sections of British society counts as poetry. .

3. The third reason that qualifies Betjeman as a very culture-specific poet
indeed lies in a special technique by which he achieves both his "Englishness"
and his appealing nostalgia. It is his systematic use of concrete, named detail,
his "habit of particularization":

It might be said of Betjeman that he never, if he can help it, calls a spade
a spade: if he happened to be writing about spades, as likely as not he
would refer to them by the name of their manufacturer. For example,
he seldom speaks of a motor-car tout court: it is nearly always an Arrol-
Johnston, a Hupmobile, a Hillman Minx and so forth. Similarly with
clothes, shampoos, lemonade, marmelade, etc., etc.: nearly all are given
their brand-names or those of their makers - e.g., Windsmoor, Drene,
Kia-Ora, Cooper's Oxford.??

Betieman's imagination is concrete and particular,30 especially so with re-
gard to place and buildings. Being an expert in architecture and topography,
he draws on his immense knowledge in these fields and "delights in describ-
ing places and buildings not for their intrinsic value but for their human asso-
ciations"3! - and their cultural significance, one might add. For Betjeman, ar-
chitecture is both "the visible manifestation of the spiritual life of a society"32

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

2 Sampson (1975), 846.

24 Cf. Clarke (1983), 63: "The whole tenor of Betjeman's imagination has even been de-
scribed as Victorian: his fondness for the quaint and the grotesque, his wistful piety,
and his unabashed sentimentality."

25 Stanford (1961b), 36.

26 Stanford 1961:3, 319.

Z Cf. Wain (1963), 168/169.

28 Bergonzi (1959), 130.

29 Brooke (1962), 38.

30 Cf. Kermode (1962), 140-154; Stanford (1961), 58, 59.

31 Clarke (1983), 63.

32 Press (1974),13.
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and a material manifestation of culture "as the whole way of life of a people"
(TS. Eliot):33

Architecture has a wider meaning than that which is commonly given
to it. For architecture means not a house, or a single building or a
church, or Sir Herbert Baker, or the glass at Chartres, but your sur-
roundings, not a town or street, but our whole over-populated island. It
is concerned with where we eat, work, sleep, play, congregate, escape.
It is our background, alas, often too permanent.34

In this sense, Betjeman's topophilia (W.H. Auden),3> his "intense preoccu-
pation with topographical detail,"3 is only his special way to thematize his
prime concern: "His subject is, quite simply, Culture."3? But not, it has to be
emphasized, "culture" as an abstraction, but culture as it is concretely mani-
fested and recognized in meaningful particulars. If that doesn't make his poetry
congenial to positivists, nothing will ...

4. A fourth reason might be added to this list. It is that Betjeman's poetry is
extremely conservative in form and totally lacking in experiment:

Not even his warmest admirers could claim that in his choice of metre
and stanza-form he is anything but traditional, derivative and reac-
tionary. The modern movement initiated by Pound and Eliot has
passed him by, and it would be almost true to say that, formally
speaking, he has never written a wholly original poem 38

Normally, this is couched in more benevolent words ("he remained unaf-
fected by the modernist movement in poetry", "he has not felt the need to
make the kind of radical innovation in poetic technique which has distin-
guished the work of Pound, Eliot and Lawrence"3 "[he remained] immune
[..] to the pressures of modernism"49), but the assessment stands uncontested.
It should be a safeguard against too "aesthetic" or "auto-referential" readings
of his poetry - his use of English will constitute no stumbling block to
"referential readings" ... And yet, I mean to show by example that even such a
positivist's favourite son as John Betjeman, whose poetry seems to lend itself
so easily to positivistic readings, suffers a distorting misreading when it is

33 Eliot (1975), 297. The connection was first pointed out by Stanford (1961b), 13/14.
Betjeman quoted in Stanford (1961b), 14.

Cf. Press 86 74),19-21.

Brooke (1962), 37.

Bergonzi (1959), 130.

ergke 186 , ? .

Press (1974), 18, 48.

Clarke (1983), 63.

BE3LYRRE
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"prepared" for foreign students in such a way, and that from the nature of this
misreading we can gain an inkling of what poetry read as poetry could con-
tribute to the teaching of English as a foreign language.

My example is John Betjeman's "Devonshire Street W.1". I chose it for two
reasons: it is a typical specimen of his poetry, and it has received at least one
fairly detailed interpretation, which, in its merits and shortcomings, is equally
typical, namely of what happens, if...

Here is the poem:

Devonshire Street W.1

The heavy mahogany door with its wrought-iron screen
Shuts. And the sound is rich, sympathetic, discreet.

The sun still shines on this eighteenth-century scene
With Edwardian faience adornments - Devonshire Street.

No hope. And the X-ray photographs under his arm
Confirm the message. His wife stands timidly by.

He opposite brick-built house looks lofty and calm
Its chimneys steady against a mackerel sky.

No hope. And the iron knob of this palisade
So cold to the touch, is luckier now than he

'Oh merciléss, hurrying Londoners! Why was I made
For the long and the painful deathbed coming to me?"

She puts her fingers in his, as, loving and silly,
At long-past Kensington dances she used to do
'It's cheaper to take the tube to Piccadilly
And then we can catch a nineteen or a twenty-two.'

In his quite competent interpretation of this poem, Hans-Joachim Zim-
mermann says that the basic facts, the subject of the poem, lies open at the
first reading:41 It is about a man who, accompanied by his wife, has been in-
formed that he is fatally ill. One may wonder why Zimmermann thinks that
this is "an everyday situation" (118) and that the poem's "form, which borders
on banality, seems to be in accordance with its content" (!) (119) ("seems " of-
fers no hope here, because Zimmermann is out to prove that the form, at least,
is not as banal as it may look at first sight...). Be that as it may, in the following
paragraphs he corrects this view: something extraordinary has happened, af-
ter all - as the exposed "shuts" at the beginning of line 2 and the double "no

41 Zimmermann (1966), 118-125. Page references in the text are to this article. The quo-
tations have been translated from the original German.
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hope" (lines 5 and 9) show, mortality has entered a human existence. But al-
ready lines 3ff. give occasion for an explanatory paraphrase: as the scene is
qualified as "eighteenth-century", we learn that the houses must be built in
Georgian Style and that - "somewhat tastelessly" - they were decorated "at the
beginning of the 20th century" (119) with faiences. "Faiences" is explained in a
footnote, which also gives the reign of King Edward VII: 1901-1910. But far
more can be said about Devonshire Street, W.1. There are, Zimmermann
knows, two Devonshire Streets in London, one in W.1, the other in E.C.2, so
the area code is "important" (120). Devonshire Street W.1 is a "noble street",
strictly residential, with elegant semi-detached houses in refined Georgian
Style" etc. Is this essential? Zimmermann thinks it is:

This technique of allusion and evocation is lost on readers who do not
know these or similar English streets and their atmosphere; they are not
'in the know'. They do not understand that familiar details stand by
proxy for the architectural whole and conjure it up, that the mere men-
tion of these real facts ['Realien'] evokes a mood on which the poet does
not elaborate any further. (120)

For those who are still not convinced that they have missed something es-
sential that is not explicitly mentioned in the text but has to be added by an in-
formed interpreter, Zimmermann holds something extra in store: "Devonshire
Street W.1 lies at the heart of Londons's medical area." Physicians who have
their practice here, he tells us, are well-established, rich, and they will only
treat patients who pay their considerable fees. Zimmermann continues, "This
association, evoked by the mere name of the street, will suggest itself only to
the initiated reader; the poet makes no explicit endeavours to make this plain"
(120). And as if to underline the importance of this insight, he states categori-
cally that "in the understanding of the first stanza lies the prerequisite to the
understanding of the whole poem" (120).

Well, this is either trite or wrong. It is trite in the sense that it could be said
of any poem whatsoever - if you do not understand the first stanza, you can
hardly claim to have understood the entire poem. It is wrong in the sense that
the reader does not have to know Devonshire Street W.1 and that he does not
have to know beforehand that it lies in London's medical area in order to un-
derstand the poem. That the couple have been to a doctor can be infered from
stanza two, and that they do not live in that area - so that the doctor they have
seen is not their family doctor, but a specialist - can be deduced from the last
lines of the poem. Zimmermann's expert knowledge is welcome, but totally
supererogatory.
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A number of further points Zimmermann makes could be commented
upon, but I shall confine myself to a tendency which colours the second half
of his essay just as much as positivistic explanation characterizes the first - it is
discernible in this:

- the sky (1.8) is an autumn sky (121);

- the man, because of a sudden faintess, leans upon the iron knob of the palisade
(121);

- to his cold hands the iron seems unpleasantly cold (121);

- the absurd idea that the iron knob is luckier than he crosses his mind (121);42

- there is no metaphysical comfort for the moribund; annihilation of bodily existence
means general annihilation; equally, a scientific belief in the natural necessity of death
is lacking (122);

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

and then, in a final flourish:

- Husband and wife, an elderly couple, are simple, common people, who have to
economize (123).

What is happening here? None of this is in the text. Zimmermann's
"explicating prose paraphrase - somewhat despised in modern criticism"
(124) - has deviated into full-blown projection. And not by mere coincidence
so. Although he states towards the end of his essay that "this is not a topo-
graphical poem" (124), it was his positivistic approach to it that clandestinely
prepared the way for this kind of "How-many-children-had-Lady-Macbeth?"-
reading: If one sees literature primarily as a metonymy of reality, one is not
only free, but almost obliged to complete the picture. To invest character, scenery,
situations with a life outside the text is then only a "good continuation", not the
overinterpretation it may seem to others. The two idiosyncratic moves - "You
must know that Devonshire Street W.1 lies in a respectable medical area" plus
"the couple have to get home as inexpensively as possible" - complement each
other: Positivistic explanation and rampant overinterpretation are birds of a
feather. Thus we are told that the nearest underground station for the elderly
couple is Regent's Park and that buses nos. 19 and 22 go to Chelsea (so that's
where they live), and we are given "the whole story" behind their visit to De-
vonshire Street W.1 as well (cf. 123), as if these items were all situated on the same
plane of reality.

42 The passage might well be interpreted, I think, as written in a kind of style indirect li-
bre instead. Zimmermann seems to be a bit unsure about the "narrative situation" of
this poem. On the one hand he says that the scene is evidently seen through the eyes
of the old man (122), but he exempts line 4 from this, because he knows that Betjeman
is the architectural expert (124)!
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It is true that Zimmermann near the end of his article repeats that "the
subject of the poem is the sudden entry of death into everyday life" (124), but
at the same time he maintains that "the topographical real facts have to be ex-
plained to the foreigner, before the wealth of this poetry can reveal itself to him."
(124f, italics mine). I should like to disagree.

IV. "Devonshire Street W.1" is not about Devonshire Street W.1, or, the
virtues of reading poetry as poetry

It is childish to study a work of fic-
tion in order to gain information
about a country or about a social
class or about the author.

Vladimir Nabokov

"Devonshire Street W.1" is about love, comfort and compassion in the face
of death. It is about the ultimate disruption, which cannot be undone: the en-
try of finality into human life.#3 It is about transience in the face of material
permanence and indifference - but also about the overcoming of that tran-
sience through human permanence and reliability.

It is called "Devonshire Street W.1" because the enormity of the inconceiv-
able is best presented by its opposite, the ordinariness of the familiar. The
sound of the heavy mahogany door with which the poem begins has a famous
analogue in English literature: the knocking at the gate in Macbeth, after the
murder of Duncan. Thomas de Quincey was the first to describe the general
effect:

[...] if the reader has ever been present in a vast metropolis on the day
when some great national idol was carried in funeral pomp to his
grave, and chancing to walk near to the course through which he
passed, has felt powerfully in the silence and desertion of the streets
and in the stagnation of ordinary business, the deep interest which at
that moment was possessing the heart of men, - if all at once he should
hear the death-like stillness broken up by the sound of wheels rattling
away from the scene, and making known that the transitory vision was
dissolved, he will be aware that at no moment was his sense of the
complete suspension and pause in ordinary human concerns so full and
affecting as at that moment when the suspension ceases, and the go-

43 On Betjeman's deep-rooted terror of death see Brooke (1962), 31, Clarke (1983), 58,
Press (1974), 6, 40-42, Schmidt C&1979), 223, Stanford (1961b), 33, 109-111, Sparrow

(1963), 176, and Lord Birkenhead's introduction to Betjeman's Collected Poems (1973),
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ings-on of human life are suddenly resumed. All action in any direction
is best expounded, measured, and made apprehensible, by reaction.4

What de Quincey says about the particular scene in Shakespeare could
equally well refer to "Devonshire Street W.1":

the pulses of life are beginning to beat again: and the re-estalishment of
the goings-on of the world in which we live, first makes uigarofoundly
sensible of the awful parenthesis that had suspended them.

We have understood the poem not when we know what Devonshire Street
W.1 is, but when we have understood what it will mean for the couple from
that day on. In "Devonshire Street W.1", "Devonshire Street W.1" has a special,
an extra meaning - one that cannot be looked up in a topographical guide, but
one that can only be deduced from the poem itself.

No knowledge of faiences will help to understand the meaning of the
wife's gesture - and the last two lines are not about the couple's finances; or, if
they are, the knocking at the gate in Macbeth is because somebody wants to
get in... Non-literary readings of literary texts and non-poetic readings of po-
etic texts are not so much marked by "wrongness" - whatever that may mean
in interpretive matters -as by their poverty.46 And it is this conspicuous
poverty which for me constitutes a "misreading" of a literary text.

A literary reading of a literary text traces that special, extra meaning,
which is, as it were, superadded to the normal/everyday/referential meaning
of the words. A literary reading is the delineation and conscious duplication
of that secondary structure which is made up of the elements of everyday
language, but transcends them at the same time. To read a text as a literary
one is to be aware of its symbolic dimension, of its surplus in meaning.47

Roland Barthes® illustrated this once in a little diagram, which is to be
read from bottom to top:

XXII, XXIII. Of his poems, "The Cottage Hospital", "Death in Leamington" and his el-

. B for Dr. Ramsden can be recommended in this context.
de Quincey. (1977), 169.

5 lbid, 170, @)

46 1t should be noted that this remark refers only in part to Zimmermann's interpreta-
tion. He does recognize the meanjnF of the wife's gesture, although his topographi-
cal and positivistic hunch continually interferes with his literary exegesis, especially
so in the last two lines of the poem.

47 1t could be argued, however, that as “literariness" is no essence but the result of our
reading strategies, texts which are culturally classified as non-fiction or non-poetic
might serve the same pu because they display the same features once we focus
on them in a 'literary-aesthetic” way. The point is discussed at length and finally re-
futed in my Asthetik der Ambiguitit, 340-378 (370f. especially).

48 Barthes (1983), 76.
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3 sa ? |
2 sa ?
1 sa se

In literature as well as in culture, signs - with their two aspects of signifiant
and signifié - are hierarchically integrated in such a way that the signifi-
ant/signifié-compound of one level can be understood as the signifiant of a
higher level, to which the concomitant signifié either is immediately present
(because the code is stabilized by cultural convenience and constant usage) or
has to be divined or conjectured from its particular contextualisation, as is the
case in literature and in poetry especially. Each text constitutes its own sec-
ondary code ad hoc, i.e. there is only one instance of its application: this par-
ticular text. Each text is a new challenge that engages the reader in the
(re-)production of meaning. Therefore, to revert to my example, it is not
enough to insist and reiterate that Devonshire Street is a street in London's
West End (level 1) - that is only the primary meaning -, what it means in this
poem (signifié on level 2) is for the reader to find out.

So essential is this move to the reading of poetry as poetry that Goethe once
remarked that symbolic representation was actually "the nature of poetry: it
speaks of something particular, without thinking of or pointing to the general.
Whoever grasps this particular vigorously, obtains the general at the same
time, without being aware of it, or only later."#9 But he speaks, of course, of a
particular that shows already the potential to transcend its limitations - to in-
sist on its particularity as such (level 1) would be equivalent to killing the po-
etry in poetry.

What, then, can be the function of literature in foreign language teaching?
How can the teaching of literature qua literature contribute to cross-cultural
understanding? Surveying the various arguments that have been put forward
in support of the inclusion of literature in foreign language teaching, one can
only be surprised at how often these arguments are based on totally erro-
neous and outmoded ideas of what literature is and can do. For example, lin-
guists especially are prone to believe that literary texts are messages which
authors have left behind and that students should learn to reconstruct the
author's original intention (we find this even in Widdowson: "[The critic's]
task is to decipher a message encoded in an unfamiliar way, to express its

49 Quo;ed in Gero v. Wilpert (61979), s.v. Symbol (translated from the original Ger-
man).
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meaning in familiar and communal terms and thereby to provide the private
message with a public relevance."*). Closely related to the intentional fallacy
is the expressive one which encourages you to reconstruct the feelings and
states of mind the author of the text had or meant to convey. Another out-
dated fallacy is the mimetic one: here, literature is seen as a mirror of reality
giving us an illusion of it (Brooks: "If we say that language is oriented essen-
tially toward a restatement or symbolic transformation of experience, we may
say that literature is oriented toward the conscious creation of an illusion of
reality."51), which means, of course, that in reading it we learn about that
which is mirrored:

The world created in the work of literature is the foreign world, and lit-
erature is thus a way of assimilating (through the same experience of
'looking on') knowledge of this foreign world, and of the view of reality
which its native speakers take for granted when communicating with
each other.52

All these conceptions of literature fall deplorably short in that they fail to
distinguish between referential texts on the one hand and fiction and poetry
on the other. This distinction is, it is true, upheld by those who say that "great
literature" deals with universals of human experience and expresses val-
uesS3 - but then their ideas of human universality and value as property (as
opposed to value as relation) will not bear closer examination 34

No, what literature can contribute is that the reading of literature as litera-
ture is a constant testing and training of new ways of processing information
and a perpetual divination and trying out of new, tentatively proposed
meanings. Literature - and poetry in particular - is language in the making. It stages
the drama of language: to mean through relation. Its virtue lies not in what it tells
us, but in what it makes us do. Its meaning is not on the page, but in what it
triggers off in our minds. It constantly, systematically and intensely provokes
us to exercise - playfully and free from the constraints and sanctions of real-
ity - what we have to practise anyhow when we learn a foreign language or
try to understand a different culture: flexibility of mind, combinational skill,
imagination, the sudden change of a frame of reference, the ability to hold di-
verging meanings in our minds etc. Literature contributes best to foreign language
teaching when it is taught as literature.

30 widdowson (1977), 5.

51 Brooks (1964),99.

52 Littlewood in Brumfit/Carter (1987), 177-183, here 179f.
53 But see Marckwardt (1978), 46, Valdes (21987), 138ff.

54 Cf. Bode (1989). :
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If it is the supreme advantage of literature that in "literary discourse the
actual procedures for making sense are much more in evidence [than in the nor-
mal reading process]",35 then "literature teaching" properly speaking, "is about
abilities, not knowledge [emphasis mine]",36 and its aim should be "to develop a
capacity for the understanding and appreciation of literature as a mode of
meaning, rather than the accumulation of information and ideas about partic-
ular literary works [emphasis added]."5”

Or, to put it differently, if foreign language and cross-cultural teaching is
concerned with crossing borders and closing gaps, then literature does not
just provide particular frontier crossing points but a general border-crossing
ability (and permit!), it builds not particular bridges, but offers the boon of a
bridge-building capacity. To teach literary texts as if they were non-literary
ones is the equivalent to giving the hungry man some fish; to teach literary
texts as literary texts is to give him a net.

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

In 1969, Leslie Fiedler published, in Playboy Magazine, an article under the
heading "Cross the Border - Close the Gap",38 in which he hailed the advent of
"post-modernism" as a form of art and literature that transcended the estab-
lished dichotomies of high culture vs. low culture and belles lettres vs. pop. Of
course, postmodernism has achieved nothing of the kind. Art and Literature,
as was to be expected, stand only firmer for that onslaught - such self-styled
rebellious movements prove very invigourating to Art and Literature as a so-
cial institution, because their incorporation and co-option only serve to extend
its realm.

But in another sense, the phenomenon of pop culture-in its widest
sense - has indeed crossed borders and closed gaps: with the ongoing Ameri-
canization of the Western hemisphere (and the East is about to follow suit),
students are more and more familiar - not through teaching, but through
cultural practice - with the paraphernalia of an emerging common popular
culture, which, highly commercialized and universally disseminated by the
media, is imposed, as it were, from above while pretending to be the genuine
expression of what people want. When it comes to contemporary literature, it

55 widdowson quoted in Brumfit/Carter (1987), 14.
56 Brumfit (19&%, 189.

57 Widdowson in Quirk/Widdowson (1985), 186.

58 '11';11(2 1aggicle has been reprinted in Cunliffe (1975), 344-366, and in Freese/Piitz (1984),
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will be harder and harder to determine which texts are really "culture-spe-
cific", and more often than formerly teachers will ask the help of their stu-
dents to close some gaps for them.

But that concerns "level 1" information only. As long as "the [literary] text
serves to trigger off a process of interpretation, |[...] this process depends cru-
cially on what the receptor brings to the text."5 When I taught "Devonshire
Street W.1" in two university courses, the main dividing line was not between
those who had high literary competence and those who had not. It was be-
tween those who had already undergone the experience of losing a close rela-
tion and those who had not. It was a gap that I would not and could not
bridge. There is a hermeneutics of knowledge and skill as well as a
hermeneutics of experience. Between them lies the border of teachability. Mr.
Sakazaki lives this side, although "he's never been to England, which makes it
all the more difficult."
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Wilhelm Vietor in Germany, Henry Sweet in Oxford, Paul Passy in Paris, Otto
Jespersen the Dane, Harold Palmer and A.S. Hornby working in Tokyo; and
of H.H. Stern in Toronto, to name only the more obvious specialists who are
no longer alive; so our successors will look back from the next Etats-Généraux
and realize that the Council of Europe's Languages Projects were major mile-
stones in the improvement and professionalization of language teaching.

In short, I believe that Europe in another 200 years will be an envied re-
gion of multilinguals, whose prowess in communication will be the envy of
the world!
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