


Epithet as a stylistic device

Epithet is a stylistic device emphasizing some quality of a person, thing, idea or phenomenon. Its function is to reveal the evaluating subjective attitude of the writer towards the thing described.
Let us have a look at the following sentences describing the participants of the episode from the John Fowles novel. Focus on the words in bold type.

· Charles put his best foot forward, and thoughts of the mysterious woman behind him, through the woods of Ware Commons.
· It was opened by a small barrel of a woman, her fat arms shiny with suds.
· He was a bald, vast-bearded man with a distinctly saturnine cast to his face; a Jeremiah.
· He plainly did not allow delicacy' to stand in the way of prophetic judgment.
· He seemed to Charles to incarnate all the hypocritical gossip — and gossips — of Lyme.
· Charles could hare believed many things of that sleeping face; but never that its owner was a whore.
· What do all the structures have in common? 
Cases like these are called epithets.
Epithets should not be confused with logical attributes, the latter having no expressive force but indicating those qualities of the objects that may be regarded as generally recognized (for instance, round table, green meadows, lofty mountains and the like). Though, it is sometimes difficult to draw a clear line of demarcation between epithet and logical attribute. In some passages the logical attribute becomes so strongly enveloped in the emotional aspect of the utterance that it begins to radiate emotiveness. though by nature it is logically descriptive.


Epithets are deemed to be two-fold in nature as their striking effect is owed both to semantics and structure. Thus. Galperin and Kukharenko classify epithets from at least two standpoints - semantic and structural. The tables below illustrate the two possible ways of division.


Semantically epithets are looked at from different angles, which is reflected in the following:


· Galperin
Associated epithets are those that point to a feature which is essential to the object they describe: the idea expressed is to a certain extent inherent in the concept of the object, as in: 'darkforest \ fantastic terrors \ 'dreary midnight'.
Unassociated epithets are attributes used to characterize the object by adding a feature not inherent in it. i.e. a feature which may be so unexpected as to strike the reader by its novelty. The adjectives do not indicate any property inherent in the objects but fitting in the given circumstances only, as in 'heart-burning smile',
'voiceless sands', 'bootless cries'._
Note: As far as novelty is concerned epithets can be trite and genuine. Through their long run some of the latter have become fixed without losing their poetic flavour. Such epithets are mostly used in folk songs and ballads.

· Kukharenko

Affective (or emotive proper) epithets serve to convev the emotional evaluation of the object by the speaker. Most of the qualifying words found in the dictionary can be and are used as effective epithets (e.g. gorgeous, magnificent, atrocious)
Figurative for transferred; epithets are
formed of metaphors, metonymies and similes expressed by adjectives. Thus epithets can also be based on similarity of characteristics, on nearness of the qualified objects, and on their comparison respectively. The third and the first types can be found in this:
7 cannot imagine what Bosch-like picture of Ware Commons Mrs Pouiteney had built up over the years; what satanic orgies she divined behind every tree...' (Fowles) As for the metonymic one. study this: 'Her painful shoes slipped off (Updike)
Note: Skrebnev points out that epithets can be metaphorical, metonymic and ironical.
As far as structural division is concerned, the classifications of the scholars have more points in common. Despite the differences in terms, hi essence they are very much alike. The table below contrasts these two approaches.

Epithets [Structurally)

· Galperin
Simple
Simple (single) epithets are ordinary adjectives (one epithet is used at a time), as in ' the mysterious woman'.

Compound
Compound epithets are built like some compound adjectives as in 'cloud-shapen giant \
Note: Some of them can be based on a simile, as in 'Bosch-like

Phrase
Phrase epithets can consist of a phrase or even a sentence, in which words are crammed into one language unit. Structural elements generally include: (a) the words expression, air, attitude, and others which describe behaviour or facial expression: (b) attributive clauses beginning with that. Phrase epithets are usually hyphenated, thus pointing to the temporary structure of the compound word. They always produce an original impression. For instance, 'a move-if-you-dare expression' (J. Baldwin)

String

The suing (chain) of epithets gives a many-sided description of the object. But in the enumeration of comparatively homogeneous attributes there is always a suggestion of an ascending order of emotive elements, culminating in the last one. as in 'You're a scolding, unjust, abusive, aggravating, bad old creature' (Dickens).


Reversed
Reversed (inverted) epithets are composed of two nouns linked in an of-phrase. The subjective, evaluating, emotional element is embodied not in the noun attribute but in the noun described, as in 'a small barrel of a woman'. The epithets like these are called reversed or inverted as what is syntactically an attribute (of a woman) is, in fact, the word which is really defined.
· Kukharenko
Simple
Simple (single) epithets are ordinary adjectives (one epithet is used at a time), as in ' the mysterious woman'.

Pair epithets 
Pair epithets are represented by two epithets joined by a conjunction or asyndeti-cally, as in: 'wonderful and incomparable beauty7' (Oscar Wilde) or 'a tired old town' (Harper Lee). They are often united by alliteration, as in:'everyone would be on the lookout of a masked and muffled man' (H G. Wells).
Phrase-Attributes
Phrase epithets can consist of a phrase or even a sentence, in which words are crammed into one language unit. Structural elements generally include: (a) the words expression, air, attitude, and others which describe behaviour or facial expression: (b) attributive clauses beginning with that. Phrase epithets are usually hyphenated, thus pointing to the temporary structure of the compound word. They always produce an original impression. For instance, 'a move-if-you-dare expression' (J. Baldwin)
The chain of epithets gives a many-sided description of the object. But in the enumeration of comparatively homogeneous attributes there is always a suggestion of an ascending order of emotive elements, culminating in the last one. as in 'You're a scolding, unjust, abusive, aggravating, bad old creature' (Dickens).
Inverted
Inverted epithets are composed of two nouns linked in an of-phrase. The subjective, evaluating, emotional element is embodied not in the noun attribute but in the noun described, as in 'a small barrel of a woman '. The epithets like these are called reversed or inverted as what is syntactically an attribute (of a woman) is, in fact, the word which is really defined.
Two-step
Two-step epithets are called so because The process of qualifying seemingly passes two stages:
The qualification of the object and the qualification of the qualification itself as in 'a distinctly saturnine cast'.
Two step epithets have a fixed structure of Adv + Adj model.
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