
More generally, foregrounding may
include all salient linguistic phenomena
which in some way cause the reader’s
attention to shift from the paraphrasable
content of a message (‘what is said’) to a
focus on the message itself (‘how it is
said’). One may thus subsume under fore-
grounding the deliberate use of ambigui-
ties (e.g. punning) and, more importantly,
parallelism, in its widest sense of pattern-
ing over and above the normal degree of
patterning which exists in language by
virtue of linguistic rules.

Foregrounding is a useful, even
crucial, concept in stylistics, providing a
bridge between the relative objectivity of
linguistic description and the relative
subjectivity of literary judgement. It is a
criterion by which, from a mass of lin-
guistic detail, those features relevant to
literary effect can be selected. It is not,
however, an entirely precise criterion: the
contrast between foreground and back-
ground is a relative one, and only subjec-
tive response can ultimately decide what
is and what is not foregrounded. Further
unclearnesses are: Is the writer’s intention
a relevant indication of foregrounding?
What is the psychological basis of fore-
grounding? (Foregrounded features can
‘work’ without coming to one’s conscious
attention.) Can foregrounding be equated
with artistic significance?

The last question can be answered
negatively by pointing out two difficulties
in the way of any attempt to make fore-
grounding the basis of a comprehensive
theory of literary style. (1) Deviations and
parallelisms often seem to have a back-
ground rather than a foreground function,
and resist critical justification except
in terms of vague principles, such as
euphony and VARIATION. (2) With prose,
a probabilistic approach to style in terms
of a ‘set’ towards certain linguistic
choices rather than others is often more

appropriate than an approach via
foregrounding, since significance lies
not so much in individual exceptional
features of language as in the density
of some features relative to others.
Foregrounding in prose works applies
rather at the levels of theme, character,
plot, argument, etc. than at the level of
linguistic choice. See also FORMALISM.

See V. Erlich, Russian Formalism
(1965); Jan Mukařovskò, ‘Standard
language and poetic language’ in
P. L. Garvin (ed.), A Prague School Reader
on Esthetics, Literary Structure and Style
(1964); G. N. Leech, ‘Linguistics and the
figures of rhetoric’ in R. Fowler (ed.),
Essays on Style and Language (1966).

GNL

Form Often used to refer to literary
kinds or genres (e.g. ‘the epic form’). But
we prefer to take form as what contrasts
with ‘paraphrasable content’, as the way
something is said in contrast to what is
said. The word ‘paraphrasable’ is impor-
tant since the way of saying affects what
is being said – imperceptibly in prose
works of information, vitally at the other
end of the spectrum in lyric poems. But
since authors do in fact often revise their
works to improve the STYLE rather than
the matter, since synopses are written and
found useful, since writers (like Ben
Jonson) can turn prose versions of their
work into verse, and since it is evident
that much the same point may be made in
plain or figurative language, simple or
complex sentences, it is clear that even
though form and content may be insepa-
rable for the ‘full meaning’ of a work, the
paraphrasable content may nevertheless
be used to enable the concept of form to
be discussed (cf. PARAPHRASE).

Form in this sense has traditionally
been felt to be either organic or imposed.
Felt, because this is rather a psychological
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distinction than a technical one. In the
one case, manner seems to fit matter like
a velvet glove, form seems to spring from
content; in the other case, the form seems
an iron gauntlet that the content must
accommodate itself to. In some short lyric
poems where form and content are insep-
arable anyway, it may be difficult to
decide whether, say, apparent oddities of
metre and rhyme are flaws in an imposed
form or examples of organic fluidity. In
most of these cases, however, the diffi-
culty of decision will itself suggest that
the decision is irrelevant to a critical
judgement. For the modern dogma that
organic form is better hardly stands up to
examination. All ‘given patterns’ – such
as sonnet, rondeau, ballade – are imposed
forms; and while it is true that the content
must fit them effortlessly or be faulted, it is
also true that the form took precedence. In
some cases, too – particularly in large
novels dealing with amorphous material –
imposed form may seem a beneficial
discipline even though the imposition is
evident. Moreover, it is easier to encompass
aesthetic effects of composition and com-
plementarity (see AESTHETICS) by imposed
form than by organic form. Organic form
tends to emphasize what is said, imposed
form how it is said. So where neither
emphasis is evident other approaches to the
work will clearly be more profitable.

Whether considered to be organic or
imposed, form must be either structural or
textural, the one being large-scale, a mat-
ter of arrangement, the other small-scale,
a matter of impressionism. Structure at its
most obvious (plot, story, argument) is the
skeleton of a work; texture at its most
obvious (metre, diction, syntax) is the
skin. But certain elements are comparable
to muscles. A motif for instance is struc-
tural in so far as the images making it up
are seen as a chain, textural in so far as
each is apprehended sensuously as it

comes and contentual, rather than formal,
in so far as the chain carries a meaning
that one link, an unrepeated image, would
not. In the last analysis, structure is a
matter of memory, texture of immediacy.

Since structure is a matter of arrange-
ment, it includes the formal ordering of
the content in time. Temporal form may
be linear or fugal. Linear form is that of
traditional literature, in which first things
come first, and last last. Fugal form is
characteristic of modernist experimental
writing, which takes liberties with
chronology on the grounds that literature
need not present life in a linear form.
Linear works, of course, may give more
or less reading-time to similar periods
of narrative time, but fugal works, in
addition, rearrange temporal sequence so
that first and last things come not in order
but where they will make most impact
(usually by standing in juxtaposition).
Counterpoint takes over from melody, so
to speak. Such structuring used well,
gains thematic and aesthetic benefits in
return for the sacrifice of traditional
storyline and suspense. Such emphasis
of temporal form tends to give greater
importance to textural quality (since the
reader is less distracted by an eagerness to
see what happens next).

Works of this kind present themselves
more concretely as objects in space than
as abstract patterns of cause and effect,
and it follows that the reader’s attention
will be directed towards their textural
rather than their structural qualities. The
elaboration of texture invariably has the
effect of arresting movement – whether of
thought or action – and substituting the
opaque for the transparent in language. At
its furthest extremes such developments
lead to CONCRETE POETRY or Euphuistic
Prose involving a progressive elimination
of meaning, until a point is reached where
the textural devices – dependent as they
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are on the meanings of words – become
ineffective. In most works, however,
where the marriage of sound and sense is
not perfect, compromises are achieved
between denotation and connotation,
referent and reference. Texture, unlike
structure, is an inherent (psychological)
property of every part of language, and
therefore less under the control of the
writer. It follows that part of the author’s
task consists of eliminating or subduing
indeterminate textural elements in the
language used. More positively the writer
strives to materialize particular meanings,
and if language were a more subtle
medium, this imitative function could be
classified according to the (various) sen-
sory apparatus to which it appealed. As it
is, it may be preferable to categorize tex-
tural qualities according to the known
properties of language. They may be
musical (onomatopoeia, alliteration, etc.);
lexical (metaphor, synecdoche, etc.);
syntactic (chiasmus, antithesis, etc.).

The dominant contemporary view is
that form is closely bound up with style
and content, and the easy separation of
these aspects to the work is largely to be
avoided by the critic. See also ORGANIC,
STRUCTURE, TEXTURE.

See Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of
Fiction (1961); Wallace C. Hiddick,
Thirteen Types of Narrative (1968); Robie
Macauley and George Laming, Technique
in Fiction (1964); J. C. Ransom, The
World’s Body (1938). For further reading,
J. L. Calderwood and M. R. Toliver,
Forms of Poetry (1968); Allan Rodway,
The Truths of Fiction (1970); Elizabeth
Boa and J. H. Reid, Critical Strategies
(1972); Kenneth Burke, The Philosophy
of Literary Form (1992).

AER

Formalism A school of literary
criticism that grew up in Russia in the

experimental 1920s and erected on the
foundations laid by the SYMBOLIST move-
ment a critical method that posited the
autonomy of the work of art and the dis-
continuity of the language of literature
from other kinds of language. The
Formalists outdid in purism the English
and American NEW CRITICS, with whom
they had much in common.

There were two groups of Formalist
critics in the early days: the one in
St Petersburg called itself Opoyaz, taking
its name from the initial letters of the
Russian words meaning Society for the
Study of Literary Language, and was
founded in 1916. The other, more linguis-
tically oriented (though both derived
their basic techniques from Saussure)
was founded in 1915, and called itself
the Moscow Linguistic Circle. The
Formalists, impatient with the obscuran-
tism that disfigured Symbolist poetics,
set about the objective and ‘scientific’
examination of literary STYLE, defining it
in terms of its departure from established
norms by means of identifiable and
analysable devices. One talented
Formalist critic, Victor Shklovsky, in the
early essay Art as Device (1917), empha-
sized that the deformation of reality,
‘making strange’ or ‘defamiliarization’
(ostranenie), was central to all art. He
claims that the habitual nature of every-
day experience makes perception stale
and automatic, but

art exists that one may recover the sen-
sation of life; it exists to make one feel
things, to make the stone stony. The
purpose of art is to impart the sensa-
tion of things as they are perceived
and not as they are known. The
technique of art is to make objects
‘unfamiliar’, to make forms difficult,
to increase the difficulty and length
of perception because the process of

Formalism 93

The Routledge Dictionary of Literary Terms, edited by Peter Childs, and Roger Fowler, Routledge, 2005. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/sfsu/detail.action?docID=261297.
Created from sfsu on 2019-01-23 10:35:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

5.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.


