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‘Sutherland, as always, wears his erudition
lightly, and his love of the quirky and off-beat
shines warmly through.’
Susan Elkin, Independent on Sunday


‘John Sutherland is among the handful of
critics whose every book I must have. He’s
sharp-eyed and sharp-tongued, with a
generous heart and a wise head.’
Jay Parini, author of Why Poetry Matters


‘Sutherland is English literature’s most
distinguished librarian; erudite, perspicacious
and warm-hearted.’
Jonathan Barnes, Times Literary Supplement


‘Sutherland puts humanity and the human,
logic and curiosity, back into criticism. He
makes the humanities humane again.’
Professor Valentine Cunningham


‘John Sutherland is the sharpest and
wittiest of literary commentators.’
Claire Tomalin
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Everyone who lives by the pen should have a grammar guide as well as a dictionary always within reach. The helpmate I would recommend is The Oxford Modern English Grammar by Bas Aarts; a distillation of UCL/ SEU thinking and practice. Much of what is discussed here (Mr Gove’s views on grammar, for example) is dealt with, wittily and as quick response in Professor Aarts’s blog, Grammarianism.3


‘Grammar Nerds’, as they call themselves, are a sharing community. As is evident, I have gratefully borrowed from their blogged wit, wisdom and occasional crankiness. More details are in the Further Reading section. I thank Bas Aarts for looking over what I’ve written and Paul Bougourd for his tactfully expert editorial supervision. Errors and other objectionable things are wholly mine.





_______________


3 For the entry on Gove, see: https://grammarianism.wordpress.com/2015/06/22/however/




 


 


 




‘Keep it Simple.’


– Dying words of Bill W, Founder of AA


‘I am almost sure by witness of my ear, but cannot be positive, for I know grammar by ear only, not by note, not by the rules. A generation ago I knew the rules – knew them by heart, word for word, though not their meanings – and I still know one of them: the one which says – but never mind, it will come back to me presently.’


– The Autobiography of Mark Twain, 1924


‘I couldn’t possibly have sex with someone with such a slender grasp on grammar.’


– Russell Brand








PREFACE:
‘BRING BACK THE GRAMMAR!’
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I had my early education at a grammar school (founded, as we were daily reminded, in the reign of Henry VIII). So did Shakespeare. I like to think of that shared heritage between me and the Bard whenever I reflect on how those Etonians, whose alma mater teaches much more important things in life than grammar, are taking over the world.


The Germans call their equivalent institutions ‘gymnasiums’, the French, ‘lycées’ (from the Latin ‘lyceum’, a hall for lectures). These names tell us a lot about those countries. As does the epithet ‘grammar’ about ours. And – unloveliest word – ‘comprehensivisation’. The abolition of the ‘grammar’ school, in the 1960s, and with it the ‘eleven plus’, has coincided with a general relaxation of the nation’s care about grammatical correctness. Decline or linguistic democracy?


One of our political parties (the one most pervaded with Etonism, as it happens) has pledged to ‘bring back the grammar’. Tory grammarians see ‘good English’ as no less necessary a defence of the nation than Trident submarines. Their hearts warm at the mention of the title of the Fowler brothers’ book The King’s English (1906), and Kingsley Amis’s homage–treatise of the same name (1997). Flying the same banner is ‘zero tolerant’ Lynne Truss with her delightful defence of punctuational rectitude, Eats, Shoots & Leaves.


Opposing them are the grammatical sans-culottes – rebels, anarchists and Guardian readers all – who see even the extreme alternative (so-called ‘wankers’ grammar’) as a refreshing non serviam (or ‘up yours!’, as the wanker would say). Grammar is, nowadays, hot politics.


I’m no linguist, although for several years I headed a distinguished department of ‘Language and Literature’. It was that way round. Language precedes use of language.


It was, for me, a happy neighbourhood. I liked the common sense that my ‘language’ colleagues brought to bear on that human skill which, above all else, makes us human – our way with words, and their ways with us.


The Survey of English Usage, founded by Randolph Quirk, has for six decades surveyed, with a tolerantly clinical eye and ear, how we actually use language. The unit has published, under its present director, Professor Bas Aarts, an app – the interactive Grammar of English – for tablets and smartphones.1 It is crystalline in its clarity and avoidance of jargon – but entirely without prescription or moral judgment (i.e. ‘good grammar’ versus ‘bad grammar’). There are only two imperatives it implicitly enjoins. That the language we use should make sense, and that the sense made should be appropriate to the situation. That’s it. Oh, and it helps a bit if you know how it works.


Situation is the more interesting to me. I love the way grammar flows like liquid to adapt to its situation, as it does, pre-eminently, in poetry. Or it can be clunkily pedantic, as in legal discourse (e.g. Groucho’s ‘party of the first party shall hereafter be known as the party of the first party...’). The poet’s discourse reveres the richness of ambiguity and the erotics of vague. The lawyer’s discourse labours to disambiguate.


What follows is not a grammar rule book nor what used to be called a ‘primer’. It is a set of ruminations by someone who has worked with words and who, like M. Jourdain with his prose, has discovered he has been using grammar all his life – more or less right(ly). And who relishes its curiosities.





_______________


1   http://www.ucl.ac.uk/english-usage/apps/ige/





TEST ONE
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Each of the following 25 questions revolves around a grammatical error: real, alleged, disputable or simply fun to think about. Answers are at the end of the section. Keep your score.






	1


	Picture two university-educated young men. ‘This is I, Hamlet the Dane!’ shouts one. ‘It ain’t me, babe,’ croons the other. Which of them is using the personal pronoun (I, me) correctly?







	2


	‘Different to’; ‘different from’; ‘different than’. Which is correct?







	3


	In his entertaining disquisition, English for the Natives: Discover the Grammar You Don’t Know You Know, Harry Ritchie defiantly decrees: ‘It is not wrong to say disinterested instead of uninterested.’ Is he right?







	
4




	In his anti-stickler polemic Accidence Will Happen (charming title), Oliver Kamm asserts that the ‘flat adverb’ is quite permissible – in the face of generations of schoolteachers, who have outlawed it. What’s a flat adverb?







	5


	One can say ‘a book well worth the read’, and ‘a path well worth the walk’. Why can’t one say ‘a meal well worth the eat’?







	6


	Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure is a cult movie. But why not ‘Bill’s and Ted’s Excellent Adventure’, and in what circumstances would the extra apostrophe be correct?







	7


	‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn’ has been voted the number one movie line of all time. What’s the little lapsus grammaticae?







	8


	Why keep ‘elder’ around when ‘older’ (e.g. ‘older brother’, ‘elder brother’) works as well?







	9


	According to Kingsley Amis, ‘The reason he smashed the car is because he was drunk’ (interesting Amisian sub-narrative embedded here) is the kind of mistake perpetrated by ‘well-meaning illiterates’. Why?







	10


	The Sun Also Rises. According to Fowler, the word ‘also’ is an adverb, not a conjunction. How should one observe the rule? Does Hemingway?







	11


	‘The Californian Poppy is the state flower’; ‘The California Poppy is the state flower’. Both statements are horticulturally true, and Google throws up both. But one is ungrammatical. Which? And why?







	12


	What is the grammatical error in the following, from the most famous work of literature in English? ‘’Tis given out that, sleeping in my orchard / A serpent stung me’?







	13


	In September 2014 Scientific American published an article entitled ‘Diversity in Science: Where are the Data?’. Should it be ‘is the Data’?







	14


	Why do grammar-fearing Scots use ‘amn’t I’, not ‘aren’t I’?







	15


	On 16 March 2015, the Guardian printed in its ‘Corrections and Clarifications’ column: ‘Grammar Corner: We used “dependent”, the adjective, where we should have used “dependant”, the noun, in two articles in Monday’s paper.’ Is this a distinction worth making?







	16


	‘If the pedestrian has already stepped into the road they are assumed to have right of way’ (Highway Code). Singular subject, plural verb, ungrammatical?







	17


	‘Telephone’ / ‘Television’. Which of the two, for purists, is ungrammatical, and why?







	18


	Spot (you’ll be the zillionth to do so) the error in the following overture statement at the head of every instalment of the TV series Star Trek: ‘Space – blah, blah, blah – / To seek out new life and new civilisations/ To boldly go where no man has gone before.’







	19


	Less Than Zero. What’s ungrammatical in the title of Bret Easton Ellis’s bestselling novel?







	20


	‘I will die, and nobody shall save me!!’What the luckless Frenchman shouts as he drowns at the British seaside (this, incidentally, is an old grammatical chestnut). No one on the beach makes a move to save their fellow European. Why not?







	21


	What’s ungrammatical, if anything, about the title of this Judy Garland song: ‘The Man That Got Away’?







	22


	‘If I was a rich man / Ya ba dibba...’ It’s a frequent misquote. ‘If I were…’ is correct. What is subjunctivitis (as it’s been called) and why does it matter – if indeed it do?







	23


	A short witty letter, in the Guardian, 24 April 2015, reads: ‘Driving to the Bluewater shopping centre, from the A2, I’m always puzzled by the instruction to “Use Both Lanes”.’ What, grammatically, should the road sign say?







	24


	What’s wrong with the following sentence: ‘I’d like to go either to Oxford, or Cambridge or – failing all else – Leicester University’?







	25


	‘When I, John Sutherland, went to Leicester University, I had to decide whether I wanted to be a student of literature or a historian.’ True – but what’s the lapsus grammaticae?









Solutions to questions 1–25
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1. ‘This is I, Hamlet the Dane!’; ‘It ain’t me, babe’. Which is using the personal pronoun correctly?


Both of them are. Strictly the verb ‘to be’ takes the nominative pronoun (‘I’, in Hamlet’s case). The demotic verb ‘ain’t’ means ‘is not’ (e.g. ‘is you is, or is you ain’t my baby?’). But ‘ain’t’, for reasons of its own, takes the object pronoun (‘me’, in Dylan’s case). Horses for courses, as ever in things grammatical.


2. ‘Different to’; ‘different from’; ‘different than’?


The iron schoolroom rule used to be always ‘from’, because of the Latin parentage of the prefix ‘de/di’. Catherine Soanes, in the Oxford Words blog, commonsensically decrees ‘different to’ and ‘different from’ don’t have any difference from each other, or to each other, and notes that ‘than’ (which grates on British ears) is more common in America. But Anglophile F. Scott Fitzgerald would never have said to Hemingway that the rich ‘are different than you and me’. Other grammarians point out that ‘than’ is comparative (e.g. ‘Hemingway was taller than Fitzgerald’) and ‘different’ implies something contrastive – hence ‘to’ or ‘from’ are the best choices.


3. Harry Ritchie decrees: ‘It is not wrong to say disinterested instead of uninterested.’ Is he correct?


If Harry Ritchie found himself in court (heaven forbid) would he want a ‘disinterested’ (i.e. impartial) judge or an ‘uninterested’ judge (one not listening and doing a crossword under his bench)?


4. What’s a ‘flat adverb’?


‘Quick’ and ‘wrong’ are ‘flat adverbs’ – i.e. they have the same form when used adverbially as they do when treated as an adjective. For example ‘Vin Diesel stars in Fast and Furious, where he drives fast and furiously’. ‘Fast’ is flat. ‘Fastly’ would be absurd and, if we credit Kamm, ‘he drives fast and furious’ is OK too. ‘Flat’, oddly, can itself be a flat adverb: ‘His voice is flat – he sang flat.’


5. Why can’t one say ‘a meal well worth the eat’?


The infinitive, in English, can sometimes become a noun (with ‘to’ changed to ‘the’), but there’s no rule controlling it that I know of. In German, the practice is universal: e.g. ‘auch das Essen wert’ (well worth the eat) is quite respectable. Well worth the consider (and yes, that’s OK in German as well – ‘das Betrachten wert’).


6. Why not ‘Bill’s and Ted’s Excellent Adventure’?


Michael Adams explains it elegantly on his Oxford Words blog: ‘Bill and Ted… knew that when you have a “compound possession” – that is, when something belongs to two people at the same time – you only need one apostrophe. Thus, it’s not “Bill’s and Ted’s Excellent Adventure.” Only Ted’s name carries the possessive.’ Had the duo gone on different trips through time, in different phone boxes, two possessives in the title would have been quite in order. Good to know that a third film of the bodacious couple’s adventures, 30 years on, is planned.
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