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Expression

Je dis: une fleur! et, hors de l'oubli ou ma voix
relegue aucun contour, en tant que quelque chose
d'autre que les calices sus, musicalement se leve,
idee meme et suave, l'absente de tous bouquets.
-STEPHANE MALLARME , "Crise de vers"

Within the limits of this study of Russian Formalism, Roman
Jakobson's theoretical model poses a special problem. In July of
i 920 he left Russia for Czechoslovakia, and with the exception
of a handful of articles all his major works were published out
side his native land. His stay abroad, which only subsequently
turned into permanent exile, did not in the beginning preclude
scholarly or personal contact with the Formalists he had left
behind. His works were read in Russia and his ideas had an
impact on several members of the movement. But the scholarly
and political situation in Bohemia was quite different from that
of Russia, and as time passed the difference grew. By the late
twenties all the other Formalists discussed so far had yielded to
Epigraph: When I say: "a flower!" then from that forgetfulness to which my
voice consigns all floral form, something different from the usual calyces arises,
something all music, essence, and softness: the flower which is absent from all
bouquets (Quoted from Mallarme: Selected Prose Poems, Essays, and Letters, ed. and
tr. B. Cook [Baltimore, i 956]).
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official pressure and abandoned either their scholarly careers or
their earlier theoretical views, whereas Jakobson's intellectual
history does not contain any such caesura. This is not to say that
his ideas stood still. In fact, as his research progressed, his ap
proach to linguistics and poetics evolved into a wholly new schol
arly paradigm that in i 929 he christened "Structuralism." 1 This
development, unlike that of his former comrades, was not the
result of an abrupt leap that negated an earlier position; rather,
it was a series of gradual changes-an expansion of intellectual
horizons � nd a shift in theoretical emphasis.
It is this very continuity in Jakobson's thought that makes my
account of it rather difficult. Because of its organic develop
ment, it is impossible to pinpoint with any precision the moment
at which jakobson's Formalist period ended and his Structuralist
phase began. And while it is obvious that his linguistic model was
an integral part of the Russian movement, it is equally indisputa
ble that a refined version of it informed Structuralist poetics as
well. For these reasons, if I am to remain within the strict limits
of my topic of Russian Formalism, I cannot treat Jakobson's
approach to verbal art adequately ; yet any serious attempt at a
full analysis will lead me far astray.
To escape this dilemma, my treatment of the Jakobsonian
model will be somewhat more arbitrary than that of the others I
have discussed. As a way of stressing the Formalist quality of
J akobson's notion of poetic language I shall focus on his booklet
on Chlebnikov "written in May, i 9 1 9, in Moscow as an introduc
tion to Chlebnikov's Collected Works in preparation" and pub
lished some two years later in Prague. 2 The Chlebnikov book
contains in nuce most of Jakobson's ideas about verbal art, but as
it is not a full-fledged theory of literature but only a preliminary
sketch (nabrosok), I shall extract from it the basic principles that
came to underlie Jakobson's "literary science." At the same time,
because many of the notions vaguely hinted at in the Chlebnikov
I . "Romanticke vseslovanstvi-nov � slavistika," Cin I ( 1 929), 1 1.
2. N. S. Trubetzkoy's Letters and Notes, ed. R. Jakobson (The Hague, 1 975),
p. 1 7.
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pamphlet are much more fully presented in jakobson's works of
the twenties and early thirties, I shall turn to them whenever
they clarify the earlier principles of his linguistic model, though
I shall make every effort to respect the diachronic development
of his thought.
As Elmar Holenstein has argued persuasively, among the in
tellectual movements that shaped Jakobson's theoretical out
look, Husserlian phenomenology occupied an especially promi
nent position. Jakobson's acquaintance with this subject dated
back to his student days at Moscow University in the mid-teens,
as shown in the epistemological assumptions behind his earliest
project in the new literary science. His conception of literary
studies closely parallels the procedures of eidetic phenomenol
ogy, which in Holenstein's account "is concerned with the grasp
of the essential features common to objects of the same catego
ry. " 3 Accordingly, Jakobson believed that the literary scholar
should bracket off the phenomenal heterogeneity of poetic
works and focus on the underlying essence that endows them
with their categorical identity. As he succinctly put it, "the object
of literary science is not literature but literariness, i.e., what
makes a given work a literary work."4
Jakobson's conception of this eidos yielded the first principle of
his new poetics. It is the "set [ustanovka] toward expression," he
wrote, "that I designate as the only factor essential for poetry."5
Holenstein calls this principle "phenomenological" in that it
defines poetry in terms of a perceiver's mental set, thus follow
ing the basic premise of phenomenology that no object can be
studied "in itself' but only as it is apperceived by an experienc
ing or observing subject.6 As we have seen, however, both
Tomasevskij and Tynjanov advocated that the study of verse
3. E. Holenstein, Roman jakobson's Approach to Language: Phenomenological
Structuralism (Bloomington, Ind., 1 976), p. 4.
4. Novejiaja russkaja poezija: Nabrosok pervyj (Prague, 1 92 1 ), p. 1 1 .
5. Ibid . , p. 4 1 .
6 . Holenstein "Einfiih rung: Linguistische Poetik," in R. Jakobson, Holderlin.
Klee. Brecht: Zur Wortkunst dreier Gedichte (Frankfurt a/M., 1 976), p. 9.
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must begin with the particular mental set with which a perceiv
ing subject approaches rhythmically organized speech. Thus, if I
were to follow Holenstein's suggestion fully I would have to
extend the label "phenomenological" to designate their metrical
studies as well. However, for me, what is phenomenological in
Jakobson's formulation is not the mental set alone but its qualifi
cation as the "set toward expression. " That Jakobson himself con
sidered this qualification crucial is obvious from his suggestion
that his method of literary study be called "expressionist. "7 It
would seem vital, then, to approach the phenomenological
nature of Jakobson's poetics through the concept of the
express 1 0n.
The expression (Ausdruck) , a notion that Husserl advanced
with great rigor in "Investigation I" of his Logical Investigations,
served as the cornerstone of his search for a universalist semiotic
theory. For Husserl, only a repeatable sign, a sign that retains its
essential self-sameness under all circumstances, can serve as a
vehicle of logical thought capable of embodying truth. The psy
chologistic and physicalistic doctrines of representation preva
lent in his day failed to account for the ideal nature of the logical
sign. By reducing it to a mere representamen of the mental
states it indicates or the objectivities it denotes they opened the
sign's identity to the vicissitudes of the phenomenal world. Radi
cally stated, if every significative act posits the sign in a new and
unrepeatable spatiotemporal nexus, each of these acts inevitably
turns the sign into a unique, nonidentical event.
To avoid the relativism inherent in all naturalistic semiot
ics, Husserl divided signs into two incompatible categories : ( i )
the expression, identified as "each instance or part o f speech"
and "each sign . . . essentially of the same sort" that are capable
of remaining self-same regardless of the actual context; and ( 2 )
the indication (Anzeichen) , which i s any sign lacking such identity
and hence merely representing a fluctuating state of affairs.8
7 . Novejfaja russkaja poezija, p. 1 0 .
8. Logical Investigations, vol. 1 , tr. J . N . Findlay (New York, 1 970), p. 2 7 5 .
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This scheme, however, was merely taxonomic and did not in
any way explain why words (and this is what expressions pri
marily are) can remain unaffected by the context of the speech
event. Thus, Husserl was forced to analyze the internal structure
of the expression to discover a factor resistant to contextual
change. "In the case of a name [for example], we distinguish
between what it 'shows forth' (i.e . , a mental state) and what it
means. And again between what it means (the sense or 'content'
of its naming presentation) and what it names (the object of that
presentation) . "9 Both the "showing forth" and the "naming" are
contingent upon empirical reality and thus cannot retain their
sameness in repetition. Only the "content of an expression's
naming presentation," the "meaning" (Bedeutung) of the lin
guistic sign, is independent of the phenomenal context. It is
therefore this lexical meaning inherent in the word prior to its
representing other entities that endows the expression with its
identity and distinguishes it from the indication.
This distinction has a direct bearing on J akobson's probe into
the essence of verbal art. To the three functions of the name
showing forth, naming, and meaning---c orrespond Jakobson's
three goal-oriented verbal activities, or more precisely, func
tional dialects-the emotive, the practical, and the poetic. He
argued against the claims of F. T. Marinelli, the leader of the
Italian Futurists, that their experiments in poetry were in fact
perfect vehicles for the modern sensibility. Jakobson agreed that
"in both emotive and poetic language, linguistic representations
(both phonetic and semantic) attract attention to themselves ; the
bond between sound and meaning in them is closer, more inti
mate." However, "these facts exhaust what emotive and poetic
language have in common. " 1 ° For Jakobson, emotive language
was a clear-cut case of the communicative use of language. By
intimating a speaker's mental state, an emotive utterance refers
g. Ibid . , p. 2 76.
Novejfaja russkaja poezija, p.

IO.

IO.
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to a phenomenal entity very much as practical language speaks
of an objective state of affairs. But "the poetic word is to a
certain degree objectless" ; it "lacks what Husserl terms dinglicher
Bezug. " 11 Poetic language stands apart from the other two func
tional dialects because the "communicative function inherent in
practical and emotive language is minimal in it." Thus, "poetry,
which is nothing but an utterance set toward the expression, is gov
erned by its own immanent laws. " 1 2
The suspension of representation in verbal art profoundly
affects the way the poetic utterance operates. Whereas in its
communicative function the word is a mere transparent vehicle
for the signification of other, nonlinguistic entities, in poetry the
word itself, its internal structure, occupies center stage. Grigorij
Vinokur-another influential member of the Moscow Linguistic
Circle-drew attention to this fact. "A poetic creation," he
claimed, "is work with a word that is no longer a mere sign but a
thing endowed with its own structure, whose elements are re
evaluated and regrouped in every new poetic utterance . . . . if
the communicative function makes social intercourse possible
through the word, the poetic function informs the perceiver
about the very structure of the word, shows him the elements
that compose its structure, enriches his mind with knowledge of
a new object-the word. The poetic function tells us through the
word what the word is, whereas through the other functions of
the word we learn about objects ontologically different from the
word : other functions tell us through the word about something
else." 1 3
Jakobson's conversion o f the Husserlian expression from a
logical to an aesthetic category was unorthodox, to say the least,
and generated certain problems that had to be solved as his

I I . Ibid . , P · 47·
1 2 . Ibid . , p. 1 0 .
1 3 . "Poetika, lingvistika, sociologija: Metodologiceskaja spravka," Lef, no. 3
( 1 923), 1 09- 1 1 0.
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expressionist model developed. 1 4 Within its immediate histor
ical context the rationale for his move was quite clear. By ren
dering the expression the key notion in his poetics, Jakobson
staked out the territory of this discipline beyond the two oppos
ing camps of contemporary Russian literary study. The ex
pressionist model rejected the transrational theory of poetic lan
guage propounded by early OPOJAZ, but avoided sli p ping into
the pre-Formalist notion of the literary work as an undistorted
mirror of either the poet's soul or the social reality it depicted.
With the expressionist model Jakobson could deny that the art
work was a mere psychological or sociological document without
implying that it was therefore devoid of meaning. If poetry, as
another critic of the transrational model, Jurij Tynjanov, wrote,
"does not operate . . . with the word but with the expression, "
meaning is still always a component of its structure. 1 5
Earlier I suggested that the theoretical gulf between the Pe
tersburg and Moscow Formalists on the issue of poetic language
corresponds in some degree to the two notions of zaum' among
the Futurists . For Krucenych, who inspired the founding mem
bers of OPOJAZ, transrational language was an attempt at liber
ating linguistic sound from the yoke of rationality; for Chleb
nikov, the subject of Jakobson's first book, it was a return to an
original language of pure rationality. "It is possible to say,"
Chlebnikov argued, "that everyday language is the shadow of
1 4 . Although Jakobson's definition o f verbal art proved to b e quite workable
for distinguishing poetic language from its emotive and practical counterparts,
because of its origin in logic it tended to obliterate the difference between poetic
language and another functional dialect which Jakobson later termed "meta
language." Viktor Sklovskij, for example, when analyzing authorial meta
discourse in Don Quixote, viewed it as a manifestation of the "set toward 'ex
pression' which is so typical in art" ("Kak sdelan Don-Kichot," 0 teorii prozy
[Moscow, 1 925], p. 85). Thus Jakobson and some other Prague Structuralists
were eventually forced to come up with a secondary criterion to distinguish the
metalinguistic from the poetic set toward expression; see, for example, J .
Mukafovsky, "O jazyce basnickem," Slovo a slovesnost 6 ( 1 940), 1 1 4- 1 5 ; o r R .
Jakobson, "Linguistics and Poetics," Style in Language, e d . T. A. Sebeok
(Cambridge, Mass., 1 960), p. 358.
15. "Illj ustracii," Archaisty i novatory (Leningrad, 1 929), p. 509.
2 05

Russian Formalism

the great laws of the pure word fallen on an uneven surface. " 1 6
And the proper domicile o f this pure word, as h e observed
elsewhere, is the human mind : "besides the language of words
there is a mute language of concepts composed of mental units
(a tissue of concepts governing the language of words)." 1 7 Or, in
an anthropomorphic metaphor, "the word is a face with a hat
tilted over it. The rational [myslimoe] in it precedes the verbal, the
aural." 1 8 From Chlebnikov's standpoint, therefore, verbal art as
the art of the word is forever caught in the conceptual web
generated by rationality, is always permeated with cognitive
meanmgs.
Such a view of verbal art, however, has in recent years become
somewhat unpopular. It exhibits what the French philosopher,
Jacques Derrida, calls a "logocentric" bias, for it conceives of the
linguistic sign as an instrument of reason. This bias, Derrida
argues, has its roots in the "Western metaphysics of presence,"
which forged the image of the sign as an instance of logos, the
signification of Truth. Whatever Chlebnikov's reasons might
have been for elevating rational meaning in the verbal parcel,
Jakobson's seem somewhat less metaphysical than Derrida
would suggest. They stem from another conviction of his-un
expected perhaps, given his phenomenological orientation
that literature is a social institution, a consensus among the
members of a particular collectivity. Jakobson believed that po
etic works are intersubjective signs involving some form of ra
tionality which he conceptualized as the (imperfect) sharing of
cognitive meanings. The OPOJAZ theorists who emphasized the
transrational components of poetic language (the emotive and
so forth) had in J akobson's opinion lost sight of the social nature
of verbal art. His i 92 2 comparison of the Moscow and Pe
tersburg branches of the Formalist movement makes this point
unequivocally : "Whereas the former [the Moscow branch] ar
gues that the historical development of artistic forms has a so1 6. "Na!la osnova," Sobranie soCinenij, vol. 5 (Leningrad, 1 933), p. 2 30.
1 7. "Neizdannaja stat'j a," ibid . , p. 1 87.
1 8. "Razgovor Olega i Kazimira," ibid., p. 1 9 1 .
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ciological basis, the latter [the Petersburg branch] insists upon
the full autonomy of these forms . " 1 9 Thus, accepting Derrida's
notion of the "instituted trace"20 as a substitute for the concept
of the sign (damaged beyond repair by its millennia-long mar
riage to the Western metaphysics of presence) , one might say
that Jakobson's "logocentrism" stems at least in part from his
taking too seriously the fact that the trace is instituted. For what
else does the act of instituting a trace achieve but some form of
presence, that is, a consensus among those whose vested power
or interest enables them to promulgate one trace as opposed to
another and those who recognize the others' efforts as an accom
plished fact? Anyone like Jakobson, who had experienced revo
lution and civil war, would be well aware of the brutal force by
which such a consensus is brought about. 2 1 Physically enforced
presence hardly qualifies as metaphysical.
Rejecting the social determinism of pre-Formalist literary the
ory, but maintaining nevertheless that literature is essentially
social, Jakobson formulated a rather unusual view of "literary
sociology. " Here the second, "linguistic," principle of the ex
pressionistic model becomes relevant. This principle projects the
social dimension of literature into its linguistic material. If verbal
art, in contrast to communicative discourse, directs our attention
to the internal structure of language, poetic forms are above all
linguistic forms. Thus, in Jakobson's words, "poetry is language
in its aesthetic function ."22 Because language is for him the so
cial institution par excellence-a set of rules obligatory for the
members of a particular speech community-verbal art cannot
1 9. P. Bogatyrev and R. Jakobson, "Slavjanskaja filologija v Rossii za g.g.
1 9 1 4- 1 92 1 ," Slavia I ( 1 92 2 ) , 458.
20. J . Derrida, Of Grammatology, tr. G. C. Spivak (Baltimore, 1 974), p. 46.
2 1 . See, for example, the joke that Jakobson quotes in his review of Andre
Mazon's Lexique de la guerre et de la revolution en Russie about a peasant asking the
direction to Ljubljanka (a quarter in Moscow where a penitentiary is located) .
The answer h e got was: "Start t o sing the Czarist anthem and you will get there
quite quickly" ( "Vliv revoluce na rusky jazyk," Nave Atheneum, no. 3, 2 ( 1 920],
1 1 1 ).
2 2 . Novej5aja russkaja poezija, p. 1 1 .
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be asocial. "The theory of poetic language," Jakobson declared,
"can be developed only if poetry is treated as a social fact, if a
poetic dialectology of its own kind is established . "2 3
To appreciate Jakobson's linguistic model fully it is necessary
to introduce his overall concept of language. The great Swiss
linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure, exerted the most decisive influ
ence on the young Jakobson. As Jakobson recollected in 1 956,
he gained his first insights into Saussurean linguistics through
Saussure's student Sergej Karcevskij , "who in 1 9 1 7- 1 9 1 9, dur
ing his short-lived return to Russia, fired the young generation
of Moscow linguists with the Cours de linguistique generate. "24
Jakobson would have found Saussure's theory of language
especially stimulating because the main problem it tackled-the
identity of the linguistic sign:_was also the central theme of
Husserl's "Investigation I . " The solution the Swiss linguist had
to offer was, however, quite different. We have seen that Hus
serl found the meaning of the expression to be the vehicle of its
sameness. But this step only raised the further question, "what is
the nature of that meaning?" To answer it Husserl was forced,
first, to come up with a situation in which the word would func
tion as a pure meaning free of any indicative relations, and then
to account for the self-sameness of meaning in repetition, its
identity in every actual situation belonging under this heading.
He fixed on the mental soliloquy to meet the first condition. In
an interior monologue the subject knows what he means ; his
words do not serve him as indicators of his thought. Instead , in
the directly experienced unity of the significatory act, the mean
ing of the expression merges with the subject's meaning-inten
tion. This , however, does not imply that for Husserl meaning
was a totally subjective entity : if it were, meaning would dissipate
into a multiplicity of meaning-intending acts and so would lack
any essential sameness. In addition to its intuitive presence in
one's consciousness , meaning had to exist intersubjectively for
23. Ibid . , p. 5.
24. Jakobson, "Serge Karcevski: August 28, 1 884-November 7 , 1 955,"
Cahiers Ferdinand de Saussure, vol. 1 4 , 1 956, p. 10.
2 08
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Husserl as a universal object (like numbers or geometrical fig
ures) prior to and independent of its actualization. All subjective
meaning-intentions would thus be merely tokens of a type, their
identity being the ideal self-sameness of the members of a class.
What connects the Swiss linguist to the German philosopher is
Saussure's mentalist stance. The starting point of Saussure's
"semiology" was not the word in its physical existence but its
representation in the subject's consciousness. The two con
stitutive elements of the linguistic sign (the signifier and the
signified) are not the actual sound and referent whose mate
riality renders them unique, but instead infinitely repeatable
mental representations-the "sound image" and the "concept. "
Like Husserl, Saussure is not a subjectivist, for such a stance
would subvert the issue of semiotic identity from the very start.
But unlike Husserl, who relegated the intersubjective sameness
of the sign to the ideal realm of universal objects, Saussure
sought it in the social nature of language.
The basic postulate of Saussurean linguistics is that every phe
nomenon of language has a strictly dualistic existence. On the
one hand , it is a component of an actual utterance by an indi
vidual speaker (parole) , and on the other it is an element within
the potential and socially shared system of language (langue) .
Concrete utterances are nothing but particularized instances of
the preexistent system, its implementations in physical, hetero
geneous matter. In its purely material being every utterance
inevitably differs, if ever so slightly, from any other one ; there
fore the sameness of a linguistic sign cannot be a fact of parole.
The situation, however, is radically different with langue. It is
a homogeneous system of purely linguistic relations devoid of
any physical substance, sheer form articulating sound images
and concepts into linguistic units. The value of every such unit is
precisely circumscribed by its incorporation into this differential
grid . Moreover, though entirely conventional, at any given mo
ment langue is fixed and obligatory for all users of a language.
Thus, the sameness of the linguistic sign , which cannot be dis
cerned in its manifold material manifestations, is a function of
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the linguistic system. The sign retains its identity through repeti
tions only because each of its occurrences is an embodiment of
the self-same unit of langue. Needless to say, for Saussure the
science of language should concern itself solely with this internal
system of language. Eschewing the traditional preoccupation of
linguists with cultural or natural phenomena contingent upon
language, he declared : " the true and unique object of linguistics is

language studied in and for itself. " 2 5

Though he accepted Saussure's postulate of the social nature
of language, Jakobson was quite uneasy about the abstract char
acter Saussure ascribed to it. From his point of view, the trace
to return once more to Derrida's terminology-is never in
stituted at random but rather for some particular purpose. I n
other words, language, he believed , i s preeminently a means
end structure allowing the user to achieve particular goals.
Earlier I mentioned a similar notion of language advocated by
the Petersburger Jakubinskij . The two Formalists differed in an
important respect, however. For Jakubinskij , the classification of
utterances according to telos was only a heuristic device, possible
but definitely not the exclusive possibility. For Jakobson, in con
trast, language existed in no other mode than as a means to a
particular end, so that the teleological view was the only one
possible. Furthermore, in accord with the strict binary structure
of his transrational model, Jakubinskij recognized only two
functional dialects-practical language, in which sounds are
mere means , and poetic language, in which they are ends. This
bifurcation of language was unacceptable to Jakobson because it
juxtaposed sound and meaning as two incompatible phenome
na. His own classification (inspired by Husserl) proceeded from
the actual speech situation, allotting an appurtenant function to
each of the indispensable components of the situation-the
speaker, the referent, and the sign . For Jakobson, sound and
meaning coexist in every functional dialect; only their rela
tionship is a variable.
25. Course in General Linguistics, tr. and ed. W. Baskin (New York, 1 959), p.
232.
2 10
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Maintaining his means-end model for better or for worse,
Jakobson challenged Saussure's credo that linguistics was con
cerned solely with language "in and for itself." "Language," Jak
obson argued , "according to the correct definition of contempo
rary French linguists , is a system of conventional values, very
much like a pack of cards . But because of this, it would be wrong
to analyze it without taking into account the multiplicity of possi
ble tasks without which the system does not exist. Just as we have
no rules for a universal card game valid equally for rummy,
poker, and card-house building, linguistic rules can be deter
mined only for a system defined by its goal. "26 What is under
attack here is not langue per se, but Saussure's notion of it as a
homogeneous system uniformly governing each and every ut
terance. Instead , Jakobson conceives of language as a set of
functional dialects each with its own system of rules structured
in the way best suited to its specific goals.
Of course, the division of langue into functional dialects pre
sents some problems of its own, the unity of the national lan
guage being perhaps the most important. It would seem reason
able to argue , for instance, that a Russian poem has more in
common with utterances belonging to other Russian functional
dialects than with a poem, let us say, in English . To account for
this unity in variety, Vinokur proposed a modification of Saus
sure's rigid dualism of langue and parole. Between the social sys
tem of a language and its individual utterances, he posited sets
of "stylistic" norms, each governing one particular type of goal
oriented verbal behavior. These norms, pertaining only to spe
cific usages of a language, are less general than the norms of
langue, but at the same time they are shared by at least some
speakers of a language. Like langue, they are social.
Viewed through this conceptual prism, every utterance, poetic
or otherwise, is simultaneously governed by two normative sys
tems : a general langue and a particular style . "The word taken as
26. "Konec basnickeho umprumactvi
tionale moderne, nos. i 3 / 1 4 ( 1 925), i .

a

zivnostnictvi," Pdsmo: Revue interna
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a thing [i. e . , the poetic word], insofar as it is a word , remains
liable to all the laws that determine the life of a word in general,
that rivet every kind of superstructure belonging to the sphere
of the utterance to the firm , normative basis of language prop
er."27 At the same time, a poetic word , Vinokur argued , is not
ju.st an utterance but a poetic utterance that belongs in the specif
ic class of utterances united by the pursuit of the same goal.
"Taken in itself, of course, each empirically concrete utterance
(poetic ones included) is asocial. But the point is that stylistics in
general and poetics in particular study these concrete utterances
as elements of a specific system that is superimposed upon the
system of language proper. An utterance is an individual, cre
ative, volitional act. But several of these acts are no longer mere
ly a sum total of individual acts but a system endowed with a
purpose, a significance , that is generally valid within perhaps
narrow, yet surely social, limits . This system of poetic utterances
is, in fact, the genuine object of poetics."28
Although Jakobson did not at first discuss the unity of func
tional dialects as fully as Vinokur, his occasional statements on
the subject reveal a more critical attitude toward Saussure. He
rejected the notion of a homogeneous langue equally imple
mented in every utterance, instead conceiving of a national lan
guage as a "system of systems," a hierarchically organized struc
ture of functional dialects each with its own langue. Within such
a structure, each dialect is only relatively autonomous. Practical
language is the most basic or, according to Jakobson's later ter
minology, the unmarked dialect. Every member of the speech
community is inevitably competent in it, for through it one com
municates one's everyday business. As the most universal func
tional dialect, practical language creates the background against
which the utterances of all other dialects are perceived. As Jak
obson argued in the Prague Linguistic Circle's i 9 2 9 "Theses,"
"From a synchronic standpoint, poetic language has the form of
27. "Poetika, lingvistika, sociologija," 1 09.
28. Ibid . , 1 1 1 .
212
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a poetic utterance (parole) and hence of an individual creative act
evaluated both against the backdrop of the immediate poetic
tradition (poetic langue) and against that of the contemporary
practical [sdelovaci] language."29
A poetic utterance is perceived against the background of
practical language because the two are functional dialects and
not foreign languages. They share most of their linguistic ele
ments and mechanisms, differing only in their methods of ex
ploiting them . Arguing against J akubinskij's definition of poetic
language as a particular phonetic feature, Jakobson wrote, "The
clustering of liquids is possible in both practical and poetic lan
guage, but in the former it is causal whereas in the latter . . . [it
is] goal-oriented ; i . e . , they are two essentially different phe
nomena. " 3 0 At this point, the concept of the "device" enters
Jakobson's critical vocabulary. The clustering of liquids and
other striking organizations of verbal material in poetry are not,
as in other linguistic processes, mere accidents, but means to a
specific end . They disrupt the communicative function of the
verbal sign and in this way redirect attention from the subjective
or objective realities signified to the internal structure of the sign
itself. The langue of poetic language , the "immanent laws" gov
erning this dialect, can thus be seen as a system of poetic devices .
Hence Jakobson's oft-quoted slogan that "if the science of liter
ature wishes to become scientific it must recognize the 'device' as
its sole 'hero . ' " 3 1
This statement obviously suggests Sklovskij 's mechanistic met
aphor, in which the device, if not the sole hero, was definitely
one of the main protagonists. The affinity between Sklovskij and
Jakobson here is undeniable ; however, there are several impor29. "Teze pfedloi:ene Prvemu sjezdu slovanskych filologu v Praze i 929," in U
zakladu praiske jazykovedne skoly, ed. J. Vachek (Prague, i 970), p. 47. To maintain
Jakobson's earlier nomenclature I have translated "sdelovaci" as "practical" in
stead of the more correct "communicative. " By the late twenties, however, Jak
obson expanded his functional dialectology and "practical language" became a
subcategory of the more general "communicative language."
30. 0 cesskom stiche preimu.Scestvenno v sopostavlenii s russkim (Berlin, i 923), p. i 7.
3 i. Novejsaja russkaja poezija, p. i i .
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tant differences between them as well. One of these, concerning
the linguistic versus extralinguistic nature of the artistic device,
was discussed in the preceding chapter. A second difference is
that for Sklovskij , the device functioned to de-familiarize, and
hence was crucial to the process of artistic perception. For Jak
obson, however, the devi�e was important to the process of artis
tic signification: a poetic utterance de-familiarizes language be
cause of its peculiar semiotic status, because it does not refer in
the manner of communicative utterances. Finally, the two For
malists approached the device with different epistemological
economies. Sklovskij clearly multiplied the entities designated as
devices, cataloguing as many different varieties as possible. Jak
obson, in accord with his general phenomenological orientation,
was decidedly reductivist. Rather than describing the manifold
heterogeneity of poetic devices he strove to isolate a few elemen
tary structuring principles implemented in all of them.
What are these basic principles that govern every poetic utter
ance? Because the "set toward expression" renders prominent
the internal structure of the word, verbal art operates with the
constitutive elements of this structure-phonic and prosodic fac
tors, morphemes of all types, semantic features-which play
only a subsidiary role in communicative language. From this
point of view, poetic praxis is the restructuring of an utterance
to bring to the foreground the constitutive elements of lan
guage. This goal is achieved through two correlated processes :
the uncoupling of the speech chain into its basic linguistic ele
ments, and their reassemblage into new patterns determined by
some form of equivalence. As Jakobson wrote, "in poetry, the
role of mechanical associations is minimized , for the dissociation
of verbal elements is the exclusive goal. The dissociated frag
ments are [then] easily regrouped into new combinations . " 3 2
This view was subsequently reiterated by Vinokur, for whom
the "specificity of the poetic tendency" in language "ultimately
boils down to the dissolution of a linguistic structure into its
3 2 . Ibid., p. 4 i .
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elements, which are then recombined. But here, in contrast to
the language system proper, the relations among the parts are
reshuffled and displaced and thus the very significance, the valency,

the linguistic value of these constitutive parts are laid bare and precisely
calculated. " 33

This dual process of analysis and resynthesis operates, accord
ing to Jakobson, at all levels of poetic language. Analysis occurs
in such devices as the rhythmical splitting of the word , poetic
etymologizing, and "accentual dissimilation," that is, the reac
centuation of a word or the juxtaposition of accentual doublets .
Resynthesis is implemented in such devices as "rhyme, asso
nance and alliteration (or repetition)" and "all forms of paral
lelism : partial parallelism-the simile ; parallelism unfolding in
time-the metamorphosis ; [and] parallelism reduced to a
point-the metaphor. " 3 4
The poetic restructuring of an utterance not only affects the
individual strata of language, but establishes new relations
among them. Most importantly it realigns the link between
sound and meaning. Throughout this chapter I have noted the
keen interest of the Formalists in the similarity of poetic sound
to what it signifies . Jakobson was no exception. He also believed
that in poetic language "the link between sound and meaning is
closer, more intimate . . . insofar as the habitual associations
based on contiguity retreat to the background . " 3 5 Earlier we saw
OPOJAZ's preoccupation with expressive and mimetic sound
metaphors and Tynjanov's study of the semantic amalgamation
of similar sounding words within a verse line. Jakobson de
scribed yet another similarity between the phonic and semantic
aspects of poetic language, which might be characterized as the
thematization of sound . It occurs when the phonic structure of
several semantically disparate words is repeated in the key word
of an utterance. A Russian proverb mentioned by Jakobson is a
good illustration:
33. "Poetika, lingvistika, sociologija," 1 09.
34. Novejsaja russkaja poezija, pp. 47-48.
35· Ibid . , P· J O .
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Sila solomu !omit
(Power breaks the straw)

Here "two members of a construction intersect in the third
one . " 36 The key word soloma (straw) contains both the conso
nants of the initial word sila (power) and the root of the final
verb lomit (breaks) . This sound equivalence creates a semantic
rapprochement among the words composing the sequence .
The poetic restructuring of an utterance not only disrupts its
communicative function, but affects poetic perception through a
third principle of expressionist poetics, which might be called
"Futurist" (in accord with Holenstein's terminology) . 3 7 The
nonreferential poetic word transforms our attitude to language ;
it makes what seemed intimately familiar into something strange
and unknown. According to the "Futurist" principle, the dis
tinctive feature of verbal art as a type of linguistic behavior is
that it de-familiarizes language and renders its forms unusual.
Like Sklovskij , Jakobson insisted that poetic "form exists only
insofar as we feel it, as we sense the resistance of the material, as
we wonder whether we face prose or verse." 3 8 Hence de-famil
iarization is a historical process in which all three dimensions of
time interpenetrate. As the "unknown is comprehensible and
striking only against the background of the known," 3 9 so de
familiarization necessarily involves the past: the old automatized
forms that serve as a backdrop to the new perception. At the
same time, the novelty of the present poetic forms is merely
transitory. "There comes a time, " wrote Jakobson, "when tradi
tional poetic language ossifies, ceases to be palpable and be
comes outlived like a ritual or a sacred text whose very lapses are
considered holy . . . . the form masters the material, the material
becomes fully dominated by its form , the form turns into a ster36.
essay,
37.
38.
39.
2I6

Ibid . , p. 5 1 . For a more detailed discussion of this proverb see Jakobson's
"Quest for the Essence of Language," Diogenes 5 1 ( 1 965), 32-33.
Holenstein "Einfiih rung," p. 1 8.
Novejfaja russkaja poezija, p. 5.
Ibid., p. 30.
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eotype and dies out."40 New, unusual forms must at this point be
created to rej uvenate poetic language. Yet this future de-famil
iarization is contrastively related to the forms now becoming
automatized, and these present forms, as the cause of the subse
quent development, contain the seeds of the future within them.
Moreover, Jakobson held that de-familiarization takes place
not among isolated poetic phenomena but among phenomena
integrated into structures corresponding to literary schools ,
groups, movements, or even individuals. Thus, like langue, the
system of poetic language is not homogeneous. Rather, it com
prises various subsystems interlocked in an ongoing historical
struggle. Jakobson describes this process in terms of geograph
ical linguistics. "From this point of view, Puskin is the center of
the poetic culture of a particular time with a particular zone of
influence. The poetic dialects of one zone gravitating toward the
cultural center of another can be subdivided, like the dialects of
practical language, into : transitional dialects, dialects with a·
transitory tendency, and mixed dialects. The first have adopted
a group of canons from the center toward which they gravitate ;
the second have adopted certain poetic tendencies from it; and
the third , only individual heterogeneous elements-devices. Fi
nally, one must take into account conservative archaic dialects,
whose centers of gravity belong to the past."4 1
The de-familiarization of language is not fully exhausted by
the interaction of old and new poetic forms . I noted previously
that in the expressionist model, poetic language is closely related
to another functional dialect-practical language . Within this
dialect too a historical clash goes on between the conservative
tendency of standard literary language to preserve traditional
forms and the innovative tendency within living colloquial
speech to generate new ones. Russian poets , according to Jakob
son, have always exploited the creative potential of colloquial
speech for the sake of de-familiarization. "From Simeon Polockij
4� lb �d.
4 1 . Ibid., pp. 5-6.
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on, through Lomonosov, Derfavin, Puskin, Nekrasov, and Ma
jakovskij , Russian poetry has continuously adopted newer and
newer elements of the living language . "42 Raw , uncultivated col
loquialisms replace old poetisms-turned-cliches to render the
medium of verbal art vivid once again.
The Futurist principle introduces another facet denied by
Saussure into the language system: time. In Saussure's Course,
langue is defined as atemporal, and linguistic change as asys
temic. The motivation for this decision is obvious : concern over
the identity of the sign. Once different stages of langue are in
cluded in one system, the precise value of linguistic units is com
promised. By functioning simultaneously in different relational
grids, their identity becomes ambiguous. Moreover, Saussure
maintained that the impulse for change came not from within
the homogeneous system of language, but only from without it,
through the accidental destructive intervention of extra
linguistic factors . Therefore he split the science of language into
its synchronic and diachronic branches and identified the study of
langue solely with the former.
But can we actually purge a linguistic system of its history?
The Jakobsonian de-familiarization of poetic language would
argue against it. This process inevitably brings together past,
present, and future states of the system. Moreover, the resulting
mutations are not caused by accidents external to the system but
by its immanent need for constant rej uvenation. True, in Jakob
son's opinion, the impulse for change is greater in poetic lan
guage than in other functional dialects, but synchrony and di
achrony interpenetrate in other linguistic systems as well.
Hence, a langue devoid of temporality would be a fiction. I n
every synchronous linguistic system "there are styles of pronun
ciation, grammatical variants, phrases, which are interpreted by
a collectivity of speaking subjects as belonging to and appropri
ate to a generation of older people, and others which are consid
ered the prerogative of youth, the latest fashion." Besides these
42. Ibid . , p. 30.
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time-marked variants, Jakobson argues, diachrony mingles with
synchrony because of the functional heterogeneity of the lin
guistic system. "The most characteristic form of the projection
of diachrony into synchrony is the attribution of a different
function to the two terms of a change ; thus, two phonological
stages are judged as attributes of two functional dialects , two
'styles. ' The characteristic form of the projection of synchrony
into diachrony, on the other hand , is the generalization of a
style ; two styles become two [developmental] stages."4 3

The difference between Saussure's and Jakobson's notions of
the linguistic system might be represented as shown in the
diagram .
Saussure

J akobson

c

D

'-.,-.'

d

Saussure's diagram contains the following coordinates : "( 1 ) the
axis of simultaneity (AB) , which stands for the relations of coexist
ing things , from which the intervention of time is excluded , and
(2) the axis of succession (CD) , on which only one thing can be
considered at a time but upon which are located all the things on
43. Remarques sur !'evolution phonologique du russe comparee a celle des autres lan
gues slaves ( = Travaux du circle linguistique de Prague 2 [ 1 929]), p. 1 5.
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the first axis together with their changes. "44 The system of lan
guage, then, is the geometric point at which the two axes inter
sect.
For Jakobson, as my diagram suggests, the axis of simultaneity
(ab) is impregnated with history, for in language at every mo
ment a number of time-marked variants (archaisms, modern
isms) always co-occur. By the same token, the axis of succession
(cd) contains more than one element at a time. Language con
sists of several systems of functional dialects each involving a
number of subsystems linked both synchronically and diachron
ically. Thus, rather than a hie et nunc point, the Jakobsonian
linguistic system is a field comprising homogeneous and hetero
geneous elements.
What my diagram omits, however, is the profoundly dialectic
nature of Jakobson's linguistics, which makes any separation of
the system from its history impossible a priori. According to this
view, language is not a harmonious, symmetrical whole but an
ongoing struggle between revolutionary tendencies aiming to
alter the status quo and their conservative counterparts set on
preserving it. At any moment the system is both balanced and
imbalanced ; it is simultaneously a state and a mutation. The
ruptures in previous equilibriums coexist with the equilibriums
that mended these ruptures, and all of them point to subsequent
changes that will redress this situation in the future. This dialec
tic conception of language also contradicts Saussure's claim that
the causes of linguistic change are necessarily extrasystemic and
hence accidental. For Jakobson, linguistic development is trig
gered by internal contradictions within language , and as such is
subject to the rules of the system. External factors, therefore, are
neither accidental nor destructive to langue. They are able to
penetrate and affect it only if they satisfy some of its internal
demands, that is, only if they correspond to the developmental
tendencies of the system itself.
To return to verbal art, de-familiarization there according to
44. Course in General Linguistics, p. 80.
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Jakobson operates on three planes. "We perceive every fact of
contemporary poetic language in necessary relation to three fac
. tors : the current poetic tradition, contemporary practical language, and the prior poetic tendency. "45 In the case of Chleb
nikov-the poet with whom jakobson's booklet was concerned
the poetic tendency of the immediate past was Russian Sym
bolism . Whereas Symbolist poetry strove to emulate music,
Chlebnikov considered the word the only proper material of
verbal art. His zaum' -speech transcending the utilitarian ra
tionality of practical language-had no counterpart in Symbolist
poetry. Equally new was his penchant for what the Formalists
termed the "laying bare of devices, " that is, the pure unfolding
of verbal material in poetic constructions lacking any psychologi
cal, natural, or metaphysical motivation.46 And in contrast to the
predominantly lyrical mode of Symbolist poetry, Chlebnikov re
turned to the epic genre. In jakobson's assessment, "Chlebnikov
gave us a new epos, the first genuinely epic creations after many
decades of drought."47
Central to Chlebnikov's rebellion against the Symbolists was
his use of the Russian vernacular. "Most of Chlebnikov's work,"
Jakobson observed , "is written in language derived from collo
quial speech . "48 This introduction of colloquialisms into poetry
was a deliberate challenge to the Symbolist dogma that the pro
fane language of the mob is incompatible with the sacred lan
guage of poets. According to Vjaeeslav I vanov, an outstanding
poet-theoretician of this movement, "in all ages in which poetry
has flourished as an art, poetic language has been contrasted to
the colloquial, common language. Both singers and the people
loved its differences and peculiarities-singers, as their pre
rogative, a liturgical or imperial robe ; the crowd, as a national
treasure and cult. "49
45. Novejsaja russkaja poezija, p. 4.
46. Ibid., p. 28.
47. "O pokolenii rastrativsem svoich poetov," Smert' Vladimira Majakovskogo
(Berlin, 1 93 1 ), p. 8.
48. Novejiaja russkaja poezija, p. 30.
49. "Sporady," Po zveuiam: Stat'i i aforizmy (St. Petersburg, 1 909), p. 355.
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Naturally, Chlebnikov was not the only Russian poet reacting
against the Symbolist canon in the second decade of this century.
There were at least two antipodal tendencies within Russian
post-Symbolist poetry : the archaizing of Akmeists such as N. S .
Gumilev and 0. E. Mandel 'stam, who sought inspiration in the
poetic tradition of past ages, and the iconoclasm of Futurists
such as C hlebnikov, who claimed that they were inventing the
art of an epoch yet to come. And even within Futurism there was
a distinct struggle between the old and the new, as manifested in
the writings of its three leading figures, Majakovskij , Pasternak,
and C hlebnikov. Jakobson described this conflict as follows : "In
the evolution of Russian post-Symbolist poetry Majakovskij per
sonifies the Sturm und Drang, Chlebnikov the most clear-cut,
characteristic conquests, and Pasternak the link of this new art
with Symbolism. "50
This sketch of the Futurist movement is a good illustration of
Jakobson's dialectic conception of the linguistic (poetic) system
as a synchronous state containing conservative tendencies point
ing toward the past and revolutionary tendencies pointing to the
future. The de-familiarization of language in verbal art is not a
simple unilateral progression in which every new work leaves all
previous ones automatized . The interaction of old and new is
instead an oscillation, a seesaw movement, as the contemporary
literary reception of the three Russian Futurists verifies. "De
spite the fact that Chlebnikov's poetic personality crystallized
prior to Majakovskij 's and , in turn, Majakovskij's before Paster
nak's . . . the reader brought up on Symbolism was willing to
accept Pasternak first, then he stumbled over Majakovskij , and
only after conquering him was he ready to begin the strenuous
siege of Chlebnikov's fortress. "5 1
Chlebnikov's belated critical recognition, eloquently described
by Jakobson, is a function of what might be called the dialogic
nature of the literary process : the spatiotemporal gap between
50. " Kontury Glejtu," repr. in R. Jakobson, Slovesne umeni
(Prague, i 969) , p. 387.
5 i . Ibid.
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the author and reader. Here we reach a crucial contradiction,
for to conceive of the poetic utterance as dialogic is utterly in
consistent with Husserl's or Saussure's semiotic concept underly
ing the expressionist model.
Husserl's contempt for the dialogic form of language was ab
solute. Once the word is addressed to someone and leaves the
safe haven of a single consciousness, its identity is totally com
promised, for "all expressions in communicative speech func
tion as indications ."52 Saussurean linguistics is equally mono
logical. It relegates any actual verbal intercourse to the sphere of
parole and focuses solely on langue the set of all linguistic ele
ments at a given moment which are uniformly internalized by
the speech community. And because Saussure deemed language
prior to thought, the linguistic system is not merely a seamless
semiotic web connecting all individual minds but their identical
content as well. Thus, even though his Course begins with a dis
cussion of the speech-circuit through a schematized dialogue
between Mr. A. and Mr. B, ultimately these gentlemen are noth
ing but two identical instances of a hypostasized social con
sciousness, two interchangeable voices in a single monologue,
two terminals whose semiotic input and output are one.
Saussure's postulate that the linguistics of langue is possible
only if the distance between the interlocutors is obliterated had
repercussions among the Russian Formalists. Those who paid
attention to the dialogic form of language turned against the
notion of system, whereas those concerned with system ignored
the dialogic. Jakubinskij and Tynjanov are the two most obvious
representatives of these opposite tendencies. In his 1 92 3 essay
"On Dialogic Speech," Jakubinskij rejected the teleological view
that divided language into functional dialects according to their
respective goals (though he himself had earlier propounded one
variant of this view) because he considered it too abstract for the
classification of concrete utterances . This classification, Jak
ubinskij insisted, must proceed from the linguistics of parole,
-

5 2 . Logical Investigations, vol.

1,

p. 277.
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actual discourse . Accordingly, he drew the criteria for his classi
fication from the two characteristics of every human interaction :
the type of contact between the subjects (immediate/mediated)
and the directionality of the information flow (alternating/
continuous) .
To the immediate ( face-to-face) form of human interaction correspond
immediate farms of verbal interaction. These are characterized by the

immediate visual and aural perception of the speaker. To medi
ated interaction corresponds , for example , the written form of an
utterance. Correlated with the alternating forms of interactions
involving a relatively quick exchange of actions and reactions
between interacting individuals is the dialogic form of linguistic
intercourse . And for the continuous form we have the monologic
form of utterance.53

J akubinskij believed that m contrast to the "artificial" mono
logue, dialogue is the "natural" form of language and that the
"dialogic form is, in fact, almost always linked to the immediate
form of interaction. "54 As a result he concentrated on the oral
dialogue and described various linguistic, paralinguistic, and so
cial features of such exchanges.
Fruitful as it might be for the study of dialogue in general,
Jakubinskij's approach was incapable of dealing with what I have
termed the dialogic quality of the literary process. From a purely
formal standpoint, the literary work is nothing but a mediated
continuous communication, the monologue of an absent author
read by a passive audience. The curious delayed reaction to
Chlebnikov's work (as described by Jakobson) suggests that the
relationship between the author and reader is much more com53. "O dialogiceskoj reCi," Russkaja ret' : Sborniki state}, vol. 1 , ed. L. V. Scerba
(Petersburg, 1 923), pp. 1 1 6- 1 7.
54. Ibid . , p. 1 1 7. The concept of dialogue gained a rather prominent status in
the subsequent development of Russian intellectual life as a rallying point for the
scholars connected with Michail Bachtin. But with their negative attitude toward
Formalism, the Bachtinians approached dialogue from a different perspective.
They saw it primarily as a metalinguistic phenomenon-a chain of utterances
commenting upon each other from different points of view. Thus, for the Bach
tinians, dialogue was a predominantly ideological phenomenon.
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plex. The literary audience is not merely a sounding board for
the poet's words : its choice of reading matter, the timing of its
choice, and so forth are, in fact, the audience's replies to the
author's poetic message. Clearly, such replies are a function not
only of the actual literary discourse but of the socially shared
literary system as well, the poetic tradition that conditions the
reader's interaction with the text.
Tynjanov opposed Jakubinskij in that he built his model spe
cifically on the notion of the system. In doing so, he, like Saus
sure, collapsed the space between author and reader. Because
he believed that a work's identity is determined by its evolution
ary position within a literary system, this gap is irrelevant to its
identity and is simply another name for the work's alienation, its
inauthenticity. Paying attention to it merely subverts the sys
temic metaphor and leads to subjectivism and psychologism, to a
"naive evaluation," which instead of viewing the " 'value' of a
given literary phenomenon . . . in its 'developmental signifi
cance and character,' " arbitrarily "transfers the value from one
era-system to another. "55
Despite the fact that Tynjanov conceives of the era-system as a
diachronic lamination of several contrastive principles of con
struction, there seems to be no gap between the author and the
reader within it. A "literary fact" is identical for everybody .
"Whereas a hard definition of literature is more and more difficult
to make,'' Tynjanov claimed , "every contemporary can point his
finger at what is a literary fact. "5 6 But once again, the reaction of
the Russian reading public to Chlebnikov's experiments contra
dicts this assertion. By refusing to read them, the majority of
Chlebnikov's contemporaries indicated that for them his works
belonged among the facts of byt, somewhere between infantile
babble and the ravings of a madman; only a miniscule minority
considered them literary works. Thus , even within a single era
system, one person's literary fact is not necessarily another's .
55. "O literaturnoj evoljucii," Archaisty i novatory, pp. 3 1 -3 2 .
5 6 . "Literaturnyj fakt," ibid., p. g .
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The de-familiarization of poetic language takes place among a
multitude of individuals whose reactions will differ consider
ably.
Jakobson's expressionist model stands between Jakubinskij 's
and Tynjanov's. It acknowledges the dialogic relationship be
tween the artist and audience but accommodates it within a
shared system of artistic conventions. Jakobson explored the
difference between the subjects involved in the artistic process in
his essay "On Realism in Art," published the same year as his
C hlebnikov pamphlet. The notion of realism, because of its ap
parent simplicity, offered especially fertile ground for debunk
ing the monologic view of art. According to the simplest defini
tion, realism is an "artistic movement that strives for the closest
possible representation of reality, for maximal probability. " But
within a dialogic context, "representation" and "probability" ac
quire a curious duality : "On the one hand we deal with an inten
tion, a goal ; that is, a work is realistic if the author conceived of
it as probable (meaning A) ; on the other hand , a work is real
istic if I, the judging subject, perceive it as probable (meaning
B ) . "57
The difference between the author and the perceiver de
scribed by Jakobson need not, however, lead to the subjectivism
that Tynjanov feared. The degree of realistic probability is not
totally idiosyncratic ; it is measured against the background of a
given artistic tradition, the socially valid norms for representa
tion in art. Thus, authorial realism can be subdivided into "A 1
the tendency to deform a given artistic canon, interpreted as an
approximation to reality" and "A2
the conservative tendency
within the bounds of a given artistic tradition, interpreted as
faithfulness to reality. " The same holds for the perceiver. In the
"meaning B I [he] is a revolutionary vis-a-vis the given artistic
conventions, who comprehends their deformation as an approx
imation of reality . " In "meaning B2 [he] is a conservative who
sees the deformation of the artistic conventions as a shortchang
ing of reality. "58
=

=

57. "O realismu
58. Ibid . , 302 .
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Jakobson succeeded in accommodating the spatiotemporal
gap between the participants in the artistic process within the
concept of system because of his dialectic outlook. As I argued
earlier, he conceived of the system not as a homogeneous langue
but as an ongoing struggle among antithetical tendencies and
heterogeneous elements . Moreover, the system was not inter
nalized uniformly and totally by every subject. Rather, each indi
vidual appropriated only a particular segment of it. From this
perspective, the author is neither identical to nor absolutely dis
tinct from the reader. Despite the fact that the two are separate,
insofar as they share a similar attitude to past artistic canons they
are closer to each other than two contemporaneous authors who
represent opposing artistic tendencies. At the same time, conser
vatives and revolutionaries are not unrelated either, although
their connection is a negative one. They embody the thesis and
antithesis of a single artistic state and as such they are insepara
bly bound to each other within the given system.
One important problem arises with this argument. The in
terplay of sameness and difference occurs within the limits of a
system. But what are the limits of the system, or in other words,
how far apart can an author and reader be before they cease to
share anything (whether positive or negative) ? This problem is
aggravated by the particular modality of literary discourse-its
written form . Once a work is fixed in a permanent substance, it
can transcend the moment of its origin and become available to a
distant reader, projected against a poetic system that is radically
different from the one that generated it. When Jakobson and
another Moscow Circle exile in Prague, Petr Bogatyrev, com
pared high literature and folk poetry, they discovered that the
primary difference between the two is their respective utilization
of permanent and transient linguistic substances-writing and
speech.
Their findings, published in "Folklore as a Special Form of
Creativity," can be summarized as follows . A literary work is
usually written, so its existence does not coincide with its accept
ance by the reading public. It can be ignored by the author's
contemporaries and become popular decades or even centuries
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later. This fact explains the considerable freedom of the writer
in respect to the poetic canon of his or her time. The writer may
not only emulate or reject it, but ignore it totally. "In the domain
of political economy , " Bogatyrev and Jakobson wrote, "so-called
production for the market provides a close parallel to the rela
tionship of literature to the consumer. " In folklore, on the other
hand , this relationship "is closer to 'production on demand . ' "59
A folkloric work, framed in the transient oral medium, comes
into existence only when accepted by the community. In fact, it
is nothing but a potential set of norms, a living artistic tradition,
which persists in the collective memory of a given group to be
actualized in every individual performance. Any innovations in
troduced by these performances can survive only if they corre
spond to the immanent developmental tendencies of the nor
mative structure, and fulfill a collective demand. Asocial aberra
tions are rejected and , unrecorded , they vanish without a trace.
The performer's attitude toward his or her creation reflects this
state of affairs . The performer exercises a "preventive cen
sorship" and voluntarily conforms to the collective tradition.
Projected into Saussurean terminology , the difference be
tween oral and written poetic works thus corresponds to the
opposition of langue and parole. Bogatyrev and Jakobson wrote :
The role of the performer of folkloric works may not be identi
fied with that of either the reader, the reciter, or the author of
literary works. From the folklore performer's standpoint, the
work is a fact of langue, i.e . , an extrapersonal, given fact inde
pendent of the performer, even if the fact allows for deformation
and the introduction of new poetic and quotidian material. To
the author of a work of literature, the work appears as a fact of
parole. It is not given a priori, but is subject to an individual
realization . There is simply a set of artworks effective at a given
moment. The new work of art is to be created and perceived
against the background of their formal requisites (in that the new
work of art appropriates some forms, transforms others , and
rej ects still others). 60

59. "Die Folklore als eine besondere Form des Schaffens," Donum natalicum
Schrijnen (Nijmegen, 1 929), p. 906.
60. Ibid . , p. 905 .
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This is a radical statement; indeed , it is seemingly at odds with
Jakobson's notion of verbal art as a social institution. "As a fact
of parole, " the poetic work is above all a unique and individual
product definitionally exceeding the linguistic system of a given
collectivity. One could argue that I am reading too much into
Bogatyrev and Jakobson's essay. As its title suggests, it does not
pretend to deal with the entire literary process but only with its
production. Such a reduction is possible because the principal
topic of the piece is folklore, in which creation and reception
coincide. Had the two authors dealt with literary reception, the
issue of poetic langue would have inevitably emerged .
This objection does not invalidate the point I made earlier,
however. If, as Bogatyrev and Jakobson argue, high literature is
unlike folklore in the separation of its production and reception,
then written literary texts must eventually outlive the system that
spawned them, only to be "misread" by later audiences sub
scribing to totally different poetic canons . And considering the
actual conditions of the literary process, one might wonder how
things could be otherwise. This was, of course, in part the point
Sklovskij made in his article on Puskin, discussed in the preced
ing chapter. Jakobson, like most of the other Formalists , rejected
the radical relativism of Sklovskij's Rezepzionsiisthetik. In his book
let on Chlebnikov, he assailed the aesthetic egocentrism of old
fashioned critics who "usually impose upon the past current
modes of poetic production" for negating the social nature of
verbal art. 6 1
To check the relativism creeping into his expressionist model,
Jakobson had to deal with two problems : the need to bridge the
gap between author and reader, that is, to find a system obliga
tory for the two parties ; and the need to neutralize the written
substance of literature, whose permanence opens the identity of
the literary work to the vicissitudes of history. These problems
turned out to be two sides of the same coin, and a single solution
proposed by Jakobson took care of both of them.
6 i . Novejsaja russkaja poezija,

p. 5.
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The path that led Jakobson into this difficulty is worth consid
ering. The starting point of his poetics, we recall, was the con
cept of the expression-a sign whose self-sameness was absolute.
Jakobson departed from Husserl, however, in conceiving of this
semiotic identity in terms of a Saussurean "social consciousness";
he then further relativized it by breaking up langue into histor
ically changing functional dialects. Among these, poetic lan
guage, propelled by its need for incessant de-familiarization,
exhibited the highest degree of change and thus, ironically, was
the least reliable guarantor of long-term semiotic identity.
To mitigate the tension between phenomenological stability
and Futurist instability in the aesthetic sign Jakobson's strategy
was to turn to language itself, a move I call the "linguistic princi
ple" of his poetics. For him, the literary work is always perceived
against the background of contemporary practical language. Po
etic language, to appropriate Vinokur's "Marxist" lingo, is a
mere superstructure built upon this normative basis ; the aes
thetic efficacy of a literary work is founded upon it. Once the
author and audience cease to share the system of practical lan
guage, the text can no longer function poetically. Jakobson
made this point clear in the introduction to his edition of two
Czech poetic compositions of the early fourteenth century : "Lit
erary works are so connected with language, they are linguistic
facts to such a degree that the distance between the linguistic
structure giving rise to the medieval poem and modern lin
guistic usage is a serious hindrance to its living perception . It is
easier to perceive the aesthetic value of an ancient painting or
building than to live out the linguistic consciousness of a writer
or a reader from that period . This explains why the resurrection
of the medieval poetic work as an aesthetically experienced fact
lags behind our surmounting of the merely archaeological ap
proach to the medieval visual arts. "62
This argument, of course, has its roots in Jakobson's "logo62. "Dve staroceske skladby o smrti," Spor d'USe s telem. 0 nebezpeenem casu smrti
(Prague, i 927), p. g.
23 0

A Synecdoche

centric" notion of language, according to which every linguistic
fact is a vehicle for intersubjective, cognitive meanings. A poetic
utterance, as an expression, is a prime example of such a sign.
The same holds for communicative utterances. They differ
from expressions not in being without such meanings, but in
subordinating them to the referential functions they carry out.
This intrinsic bond between the two functional dialects limits the
possible spatiotemporal displacement of the literary work that
threatened its identity. Therefore, the writer and the reader
cannot be totally isolated from each other as long as they share a
language. They might subscribe to different literary canons, but
the more conservative system of practical language is still com
mon to them. Thus, the "misreading" of a work, its projection
against. a set of poetic norms totally alien to it, still implies that
the work makes sense as an utterance. Such a misreading is
qualitatively different from the simple incomprehension that
occurs when a work is produced in a language unknown to the
reader.
At this point, however, it might appear that Jakobson would
like to have it both ways. He claims that "every word of poetic
language is in essence phonically and semantically deformed vis
a-vis practical language" and thus he can speak of "language in
its aesthetic function" as a specific dialect "governed by its own
immanent laws. "6 3 Yet at the same time he maintains that in
some respects poetic utterances are not totally unlike those ful
filling a communicative function.
Ultimately though, Jakobson comes down on the side of non
uniqueness. If verbal art is the "organized violence of poetic
form upon language," such violence is necessarily circumscribed
by certain limits, and these are the limits of language itself. 64 A
poetic form cannot distort its material to such a degree that it
loses its linguistic nature. There is a sacrosanct structure under
lying all functional dialects and rendering articulated sounds
63. Novejfaja russkaja poezija, p. 47.
64. 0 cesskom stiche, p. 1 6.
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(even the Futurist zaum ' ) linguistic facts. This structure is the
phonological system of a given national language. It was thus
phonology that Jakobson chose as the key to the self-sameness of
the literary sign.
For Saussure, the study of phonology outlined in his Course
was an important aspect of linguistic science. This discipline was
charged with the task of examining the verbal signifier outside
its historical development. It proceeded from the premise
Jacques Derrida has termed "phonocentrism," namely, the view
that the spoken word is the original, authentic form of lan
guage. 65 Phonocentrism counters the infinite spatiotemporal
dislocation of the sign that relativizes its identity by eliminating
the cause of this slippage-written language. In Saussurean lin
guistics, the absolute self-sameness of the verbal sign is guaran
teed by its participation in the synchronic system of langue inter
nalized uniformly by every member of the speech community.
Because of its transience, intangibility, and absolute proximity to
the speaking subject, voice is much better suited to embodying
the signifier than writing is . Fixed in permanent and tangible
matter, the inscription falls outside the purely mental langue,
and hence is subject to the vagaries of external forces . The nu
merous discrepancies between pronunciation and spelling, in
Saussure's opinion, reveal the inability of the graphic substance
to represent faithfully the internal system of language. Whether
flukes of history, geography, or false etymology , they lead to a
single conclusion: "writing obscures language ; it is not a guise
for language but a disguise . " 66
It is, however, obvious that in its raw physical heterogeneity
the phone cannot participate in the system of language as Saus
sure conceives of it. Its amorphous multiplicity must be reduced
to a limited inventory of elements which can be incorporated
into the relational grid of langue. Here Saussure's phonocen
trism merges with his logocentric view, according to which voice
65. See, for example, Of Grammatology, pp. 2 7-44 .
66. Course in General Linguistics, p. 30.
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is solely the vehicle of reason and has no value outside this
relationship. "Sound," as he sees it, "is only the instrument of
thought; by itself it has no existence. " 6 7 The phoneme-the
minimal unit of the signifier-is, therefore, defined through its
relation to the signified-the rational meaning it expresses.
"The important thing in the word is not sound alone but the
phonic differences that make it possible to distinguish this word
from all others, for differences carry signification. "68 Thus, the
phoneme is nothing but a speech sound that is capable of differ
entiating morphemes. Saussure illustrates this point with the
Russian speech sound t. It can be pronounced in a number of
ways : aspirated, palatalized, and so forth. The aspirated variant,
though acoustically quite distinct, does not differentiate mean
ing in Russian and , hence, is not an element of its phonological
system. The palatalized t, on the other hand, as a verbal desi
nence, signals an infinitive form of the Russian verb, in contrast
to the nonpalatalized t which in the same position indicates the
third person singular form, and therefore is a phoneme.
This approach to phonology provided Jakobson with a solu
tion to the two possible sources of relativism within his ex
pressionist model. By proclaiming the voice to be the original
substance of language, phonology eliminated one cause of the
spatiotemporal dislocation of the literary work : its written form.
As a mere secondary representation of sound , the written text
must always relate to the primary substance-voice-whose basic
structure is provided by the phonological system of a given
language.
Phonology also takes care of the second cause of semiotic slip
page-the distance between the participants in the literary pro
cess. Of the multitude of norms making up language , the pho
nological system is the most obligatory, the one the interlocutors
must share if any intercourse at all is to take place. This postulate
stems from the Saussurean conception of language as a semiotic
67. Ibid., p. 8.
68. Ibid., p. 1 1 8.
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system whose significatory mechanism is by definition double
tiered. Full-fledged signs or signifiers that carry meaning re
quire the existence of smaller sound elements which do not sig
nify in themselves but serve to differentiate the signifiers of
unlike meanings. These meaning-differentiating elements , or
phonemes, thus constitute the most elementary linguistic sys
tem, which is indispensable to the semiotic functioning of lan
guage. In other words, according to this view there can be no
language without a phonemic system. Therefore, poetic violence
cannot deform this system in any significant way, or verbal art
would lose its linguistic nature and become a "variety of less than
perfect vocal music. "69
The. phonological conception of the linguistic signifier en
abled Jakobson to treat poetic sound in a way radically different
from the transrational model of OPOJAZ. Even if the phonic
stratum of poetic language is deformed on purpose , its relation
to cognitive meaning is not eliminated, for verbal art "operates
not with sounds but with phonemes, i . e . , acoustic representa
tions capable of being associated with semantic representa
tions. "7 0 Even utterances that "deliberately strive to avoid any
relationship with a given practical language" (such as the zaum '
of the Russian Futurists) cannot escape the constraints of pho
nology, "for insofar as [a given practical language] exists and a
phonetic tradition is present, transrational language is as distinct
from prelingual onomatopoeias as a nude contemporary Euro
pean is from a naked troglodyte."7 1
Jakobson's claim extended not only to poetic production but
to reception as well. Once a subject internalizes the phonological
69. Novejfaja russkaja poezija, p. 48. A special problem that deserves more
attention than I can devote to it here is the historical changeability of phonemic
systems. In contrast to Saussure, Jakobson maintained that these systems evolve.
At the same time, he regarded this change as purely phenomenal, not affecting
their "deep structures"-the universal and absolute inventory of hierarchically
correlated distinctive features that in one way or another is implemented in
every actual phonological system.
70. Novejfaja russkaja poezija, p. 48.
7 1 . Ibid . , p. 67 .
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system, he or she perceives every linguistic sound in terms of it.
Here the expressionist model diverges from the purely acoustic
approach to poetry characteristic of Ohrenphilologi,e and its For
malist followers. Arguing against one of its basic postulates pro
pounded by Saran-that the "theoretician of verse . . . ought to
adopt toward verse the attitude of a foreigner who listens to it
without knowing the language"-Jakobson wrote : "Not a single
person perceives the sound form of poetry in his native tongue,
its rhythm in particular, as Saran's foreigner does. Indeed, even
this foreigner is fictitious ; even his perception would not be
purely acoustic. He would merely approach the foreign utter
ance from the standpoint of his own phonological system, with
his own phonological habits . He would , so to speak, trans
phonologize this utterance. "72
Jakobson did not stop at criticizing older conceptions of poetic
sound ; he advanced his own theories about the phonic organiza
tion of poetry. The most ambitious was the project of a "pho
nological prosody" launched in a comparative study of Czech
and Russian verse in 1 9 2 3 . Earlier we encountered the polariza
tion of the OPOJAZ membership on the issue of poetic language
as opposed to verse language. Those on the side of poetic lan
guage considered rhythm just one among many devices charac
terizing poetic language, and hence largely ignored it, whereas
the others rejected the notion of poetic language as too vague,
and focused on the specific problems of verse rhythm. The ex
pressionist model, however, managed to bring these two per
spectives together by integrating versification into the overall
study of poetic language .
Jakobson's discussion of verse was indirectly a polemic against
Brik's identification of verse with the single device of rhythm.
According to Jakobson, the mere presence of rhythm in an ut
terance does not render it poetic, for rhythm may equally occur
in practical language. It is the role rhythm performs in these
functional dialects that differs. "The dynamic rhythm of prac72. 0 cesskom stiche, p. 2 1 .
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tical language is a process that automatizes exhalation during an
utterance. In contrast, poetic rhythm is one of the ways to de
automatize the utterance . It is the prerequisite of the [mental]
set toward the time of the utterance, what the German psychol
ogists call the experiencing of time (Zeiterlebnis). The division of
an utterance into subjectively equal segments, the rhythmical
inertia that makes us expect the repetition of a specific signal at a
specific moment, the repetition of this signal that foregrounds
that signalized sound vis-a-vis its neighbors , all of this is missing
in practical language, where time is not experienced ."7 3

This delimitation of practical and poetic rhythm proceeds
from the same principles that Jakobson employed to distinguish
poetic language from the other functional dialects. What is in
volved, first of all, is the phenomenological principle : verse trig
gers a particular set toward the utterance in the perceiving sub
ject. Its temporal dimension, which in communicative discourse
is irrelevant, becomes the center of attention in verse language .
According to Jakobson, "poetic time is a typical Erwartungszeit;
after a particular period expires we expect a particular signal.
This time superimposed upon the utterance subjectively trans
forms it. "74 What is in question here is another manifestation of
the Futurist principle. By foregrounding a feature which in
practical language is merely a means toward a communicative
end, verse de-familiarizes the verbal medium and renders prom
inent the internal structure of the verbal sign . Moreover, this
transformation employs a particular variant of the two basic
devices operating in every poetic utterance. The speech chain is
dissolved into rhythm-creating elements only to be reassembled
on the basis of their regular repetition.
At this point, it might appear that Jakobson's phonological
prosody does not differ significantly from the other Formalists'
positions on verse. Viktor Sklovskij , for example, arguing
against Spencer's conception of rhythm as an energy-saving
mechanism, had already pointed out the difference between
73. Ibid . , pp. 1 7- 1 8.
74. Ibid . , p. 1 9 .
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prosaic and poetic rhythm-between the regular rhythm of a
work song, which by automatizing movements tends to save la
bor, and the violation of this rhythm in art for the sake of de
familiarized, difficult perception. 75 One could also draw a paral
lel between Tynjanov's and Jakobson's discussions of the tern- .
porality of verse language . Tomasevskij's redefinition of the
"rhythmical impulse" is also quite close to Jakobson's under
standing of verse perception as the pendulum-like process of
expectations and fulfillments aroused in a perceiver's con
sciousness by the regular recurrence of rhythm-creating ele
ments.
As I observed earlier, the Formalists never reached an agree
ment as to what those rhythm-creating elements were. Tyn
janov's graphic approach , according to which the ultimate
source of poetic rhythm is the visual property of the verse line,
was rejected by other Formalists as too simplistic to have any
explanatory value. Tomasevskij wrote that in verse, "graphics is
merely a sign, not unlike punctuation, that expresses other lin
guistic correlations but only sometimes is the sole objective evi
dence of these correlations (as when it happens that only punc
tuation makes a sentence understandable). For often the other
factors are so powerful that graphics becomes redundant and
merely accompanies an utterance that is understandable without
it. Thus, Puskin's classic verses will remain such even if printed
as prose. " 76 It is the various prosodic features existing in lan
guage, Tomasevskij asserted, whose regular alternations create
the rhythmical impulse. But even though he seemed intuitively
aware of what these features were, he failed to specify them, and
went on to embrace Jakobson's phonological prosody, which
provided a coherent and simple hypothesis about the nature of
the rhythm-creating elements in verse. 77
75. "Iskusstvo, kak priem," Poetika: Sborniki po teorii poetileskogo jazyka (Pe
tersburg, 1 9 1 9) , p. 1 1 4.
76. '1 u. Tynjanov, Problema stichotvornogo jazyka, " Russkij sovremennik 3 ( 1 924),
267.
77. See especially his 1 925 essay, "Stich i ritm," 0 stiche.· Stat'i (Leningrad ,
1 929), pp. 39-4 2 .
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Jakobsonian metrics evolved from the linguistic principle of
poetic language, according to which, as we have seen, verse is an
utterance with a particular organization of its sound stratum.
This organization, moreover, must be rooted in the phonologi
cal system of a particular language. Given the resistance of this
system to poetic violation, the linguistic principle leads to two
conclusions : first, verse deforms above all the extraphonemic
elements of language, and second, it is the inviolable pho
nological elements that provide the organizational base for this
violence. That is, phonological features are those hitherto elu
sive rhythm-creating elements.
Earlier I tried to show how the differences among the various
Formalist theories of verse were conditioned by their points of
departure. The same applies to Jakobson. The other members
of the movement dealt primarily with Russian verse : Jakobson's
orientation was comparative. As an exile in Prague, he was in
fact Saran's foreigner forced to experience poetry in an alien
language . I ndeed , it was this experience that convinced him of
the intimate link between verse and language. While the other
Formalists considered prosodic features such as stress non
problematic, Jakobson, transplanted into a foreign linguistic
milieu, directly witnessed their relativity . This relativity was es
pecially evident because Czech and Russian are so similar. At
first glance Puskin's line appears almost identical to its Czech
translation :
Russian : Burja mgloj u nebo kroet
Czech : Boute mlhou nebe kryje78

And yet an actual reading reveals a tremendous prosodic dif
ference between them. This difference, Jakobson argues , results
from the dissimilarity of the Czech and Russian phonological
systems. While both languages contain dynamic stress, only in
Russian is it a phonological element; for example, muka (tor78. 0 lefskom stiche, pp. 46-47. In English the line means "The storm covers
the sky with haze" ; it is from Puskin's poem "Zimnij veter" (Winter Evening).
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ment) differes from muka (flour) only in the position of its stress.
Czech stress, on the other hand , always falls on the initial syllable
of the word and, therefore, is nonphonemic. But vocalic length
differentiates words in Czech, for example, byt (apartment) and
by:t (to be) , something it cannot do in Russian, where vocalic
length is obligatorily bound to stress.
Given Jakobson's premise that the rhythm-creating elements
must be phonologically based , it might appear that the dif
ference between Czech and Russian prosody lies in the fact that
the former is quantitative (tied to vocalic length), whereas the
latter is accentual (tied to word stress) , but, with the exception of
the early nineteenth century when a few attempts at quantitative
metrics appeared , modern Czech verse, like Russian verse, has
been based on the regular alternation of stressed and unstressed
syllables . Accordingly, Jakobson introduced another phonologi
cal element into his theory-word boundary. Just as Russian
quantity always coincides with stress, Czech stress (fixed on the
initial syllable of the word) always coincides with word bound
ary. Therefore, Jakobson concluded, not stress but word bound
ary is the rhythm-creating element in Czech verse.79
The foregoing discussion yields the following typology of
phonic phenomena that play a role in the constitution of verse:
" ( 1 ) the phonological basis of rhythm, (2) concomitant extra
phonemic elements, and (3) autonomous phonological elements,
or more precisely, phonological elements that in a given poetic
language are not a factor in the rhythmical inertia. "8 0 The pro
found difference between the Czech and Russian systems of
versification becomes obvious if we superimpose this grid upon
the prosodic features with which they operate : stress, quantity,
and word boundary.
79. This is the most controversial point in Jakobson's theory. For the oppos
ing view, which maintains that stress rather than word boundary constitutes the
prosodic basis of Czech verse, see, for example, J. Mukatovsky, "Roman Jakob
son : Zaklady leskeho verse, " Na5e fel lo ( 1 926), 2 1 7-20; or M. Cervenka, "Der
versologische Band von Jakobsons Selected Writings: Bemerkungen emes
Bohemisten," Wiener slawistischer Almanach, no. 7 ( 1 98 1 ), 260-65.
So. 0 lesskom stiche, p. 46.
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Returning t o Puskin's line and its Czech translation, i t i s ob
vious now why the two are so different despite their surface
similarity. First of all, Jakobson argues, they differ in their dis
tribution of quantity. In the Russian original, following the reg
ular trochaic alternation of stresses, every odd syllable is long,
whereas in the Czech version only the first and fourth syllables
with the diphthong ou are quantitatively different from the rest.
Second, because Russian stress is free, the fact that every word in
Puskin's line is disyllabic is "perceived as an episodic coincidence
of the normally autonomous word boundary with the rhyth
mical inertia. " In Czech, on the other hand, with its fixed stress
and with "word boundary the basic rhythm-creating factor . . .
the quoted line in respect to its word boundaries is canonical. "8 2
This example illustrates the plausibility of Jakobson's hypoth
esis about the close link between the prosodic and phonological
systems. It would be wrong to interpret this link in a totally
deterministic fashion, to say that one particular phonological
system inevitably gives rise to one particular system of versifica
tion. On the contrary, as the history of Czech verse has shown,
the early nineteenth century witnessed a struggle between quan
titative and accentual (or, more precisely, accentual-syllabic)
prosodies, both based on different phonological elements coex
isting in Czech . Thus, the actual victory of accentual-syllabic
verse cannot be explained in terms of phonology. This was the
conclusion Jakobson reached in the final paragraph of his study :
"I think that a versification system can never be totally deduced
Si.
82.

This is a truncated version of Jakobson's table from ibid.
Ibid . ,

p. 47.
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from a given language. If a versification system is the unknown
X, and what is given to us are only the prosodic elements of the
language, we can arrive merely at an indeterminate equation,
i.e. , the possibility of several values for the X. An explanation for
the historical choice of this or that solution from among the
several possible ones involves factors that are outside the pho
netics of the given language, namely, the present poetic tradi
tion, the relationship of the given poetic movement to this tradi
tion, and cultural influences ."8 3

This conclusion was not at variance with the universalistic
thrust of the expressionist model . Despite its possible hetero
morphism, the essence of verse is still provided by the pho
nological system of the language underlying it, the ultimate sys
tem connecting the participants of the literary process. But, as
Stephen Rudy has observed , Jakobson's conclusion contains the
seeds of the full subsequent development ofJakobsonian poetics :
"It anticipates his later realization that literature is part of a
'system of systems' and its study necessitates a 'correlation be
tween the literary series and other historical series .' "84 The
quotation within Rudy's passage is taken from the nine-point
thesis written in i 9 2 8 by Tynjanov, the leading theoretician of the
then-defunct OPOJAZ, and Jakobson, the vice-chairman of the
newly established Prague Linguistic Circle . These theses are gen
erally recognized as marking the end of the Formalist era and the
beginning of a new stage of literary studies that emerged in
Prague under the name of Structuralism. 85

83. Ibid . , p. 1 1 8.
84. S. Rudy, 'Jakobson's Inquiry into Verse and the Emergence of Structural
Poetics," in Sound, Sign and Meaning: Quinquagenary of the Prague Linguistic Circle,
ed. L. Matej ka (Ann Arbor, Mich. , 1 978).
85. Cf., for example, V. Erlich, Russian Formalism: History-Doctrine, 3d ed.
(The Hague, 1 969), p. 1 35 ; or L. Matejka and K. Pomorska, "Preface," in their
anthology, Readings in Russian Poetics: Formalist and Structuralist Views (Ann Ar
bor, Mich. , 1 978), p. viii. Unfortunately, a description of the transformation of
Jakobson's linguistic poetics into Structuralism lies beyond the scope of this
book.

