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Quand dans un discours se trouvent des mots 
repetes, et qu' essayant de les corriger, On les 
trouve si propres qu' on gdterait le discours, il 
les faut laisser.-PASCAL, Pensees 

WHEN IS VARIATION 
eeELEGANT"? 

THE TERM "elegant variation" is one which I believe we owe 
to The King's English of H. W. and F. G. Fowler. Their ana
lytic wit and readiness with example seem to have brought 
recognition and a name to a rhetorical fault which formerly one 
shunned or cultivated only by intuition. Sir Arthur Quiller
Couch in his essay "On Jargon" has written humorously of the 
same fault. For some time now it has b~en a topic in textbooks 
for college English composition. H. W. Fowler's treatment in 
his Modern English Usage is perhaps the most concise and 
orderly. Here under the headings "Elegant Variation" and 
"Repetition of Words and Sounds" he illuminates comple
mentary principles, which one may recall by considering only 
two of his examples. 

They dug their own clay, often in front of their own front 
doors. 

They spend a few weeks longer in tµeir winter home than in 
their summer habitat. 

' 

"Diametrically opposed" faults, says Fowler, one of which con-
sists in "carelessly repeating a word in a different application," 
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the other in "carefully not repeating it in a similar application." 
Or, one might draw up two rules of thumb: When you mean 
different things, use different words. When you mean the same 
thing, use the same word .. 

To phrase the rules this way suggests at once a speculation 
which, I believe, can lead deep into the question of style and 
hence have a bearing on more central matters of rhetoric and 
poetry. "When do I mean different things?" "When do I mean 
the same thing?" In Fowler's words, when is the "application" 
different? When is it similar? Both these ways of phrasing 
harbor an ambiguity which must be resolved before the ques
tions can be answered. A term means a thing, denotes it, refers 
to it. But also there is to be taken into consideration the class 
conception which usually accompanies the denoting, the aspect 
or quality under which the thing is denoted. 

In examples of "elegant variation" one has always to con
sider not only the number of references or aspects but the num
ber of things. There are examples of variation where several 
physically separable things ( a southern part of the earth and a 
northern) are denoted under slightly different aspects ( home 
and habitat), while the context indicates that the things are 
really thought of under one aspect ( call it either home or 
habitat). But there are also examples where under different 
aspects only one thing is denoted. Fowler does not distinguish 
these two kinds, presenting examples of both but many more 
of the first kind, where two or more things are denoted. The 
second kind, however-the one-thing kind-is a better starting 
point for analysis. It is simpler and, as it appears to me, less 
frequently deserving of the derogatory name "elegant." One 
of Fowler's clearest examples of one-thing variation is this: 

Dr Tulloch was for a time Dr Boyd's assistant, & knew the 
popular preacher very intimately, & the picture he gives of the 
genial essayist is a very engaging one. 

His name was Dr. Boyd; he was a popular preacher and a 
genial essayist, and he had certain relations with Dr. Tulloch. 
All this is predicated of a certain him, or, to cleanse our term 
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as far as possible of residual predication, of a certain it. It is 
true th_at the ~redications are made in various ways; they are 
hung like Christmas-tree ornaments on various branches of a 
syntactic structure. But what then? 

Predicates of propositions are not the only parts that have a 
predicative function._ ~most all terms in a discourse manage 
~o betray s?m~ pred~catio~~ ~? ass~rt something of something. 
The barn is big. It is red. Barn predicates as much as and 

more· t~an "big" and "red." Only the "it" is a pure subject, 
algebraically an x, a pointer to the thing under discussion. 

The usefulness of naming one thing under any number of 
aspects-asserting that it has these aspects-is, of course, not to 
be ~uestioned. Such treatment of things is thinking; it is the 
basis of reflective and poetic discourse. Not to be questioned 
either is the logic and propriety of listing these aspects as a 
series, in formal parallel predicative positions. I find this noted 
in one textbook treatment of repetition. A "variation of em
phatic repetition consists in repeating the idea but changing 
the ~ords ~rather in repeating the thing but slightly changing 
the idea]. The boys were tired-completely done up-dead on 
their feet.' " Furthermore, the subject of a proposition too may 
be a place for special deposits of predication-as in Homer or 
in our own Time magazine. "Much-enduring noble Odysseus 
heard him not." "Last week roly-poly ( 200 lb., 5 ft. 8 in. ) 
Harry Gokey, 71, retired vaudeville trouper, made his bid for 
No. 1 U.S. professional Santa." Sentences in Time tend to be
come a string of appositional predications with somewhere a 
finite verb which makes an assertion that does duty for the 
whole. What looks like a heavily weighted subject, all that 
comes before the assertion or copula, may tum out to be more 
of a predicate than what co:rp.es after. "A talented private secre
tary who, at 37, after her employer's wife died, finally married 
her 70-year-old boss not long before his death is the Dowager 
Marchioness of Reading."1 

Neither of these uses, the multiple predicate and the epi
thetical cumulative subject, produces the effect of variation, 
for there is only one proposition,.one copula or main finite verb. 
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But the nearness of these to variation may be seen if one re
flects how the various predications might be distributed through 
two or more propositions; that is, there might be two or more 
propositions where the subjects denoted the same thing, but 
either the subjects or predicates or both made different pre
dications about this thing. Something like this, as a matter of 
fact, occurs in the Dr. Boyd example from Fowler. If we leave 
out of account parts of speech and varied syntax or think of 
them as reducible to the subject, copula, and predicate of 
propositions, we may find that something like variation occurs 
in many forms in many places. Poetry is a good place to look. 
And one of the best places that I have found is near the begin
ning of English poetry, in the Old English epic Beowulf. 

To H ondscio happened a hopeless contention, 
Death to the doomed one, dead he fell foremost, 
Girded war-champion; to him Grendel became then, 
To the vassal-distinguish'3d, a tooth-weaponed murderer, 
The well-beloved henchman's body all swallowed .. 

The sea-boat resounded, 
The wind o'er the waters the wave-fioater nowise 
Kept from its journey; the sea-goer traveled, 
The foa'iny-necked vessel floated forth o'er the currents, 
The well-fashioned vessel o'er the ways of the ocean. 

The wave-goer hastened 

He bound to the bank then the broad-bosomed vessel 
Fast in its fetters, lest the force of the waters 
Should be able to injure the ocean-wood winsome.2 

There are places in Beowulf where one might attribute a 
variation to metrical or alliterative necessity. But surely not 
here in these eight ways of naming the boat. Nor was the poet 
here merely afraid of a taboo, scrupulously observing a school
boy's rule against using the same word in so many sentences or 
lines. Nor was he at Fowler's second stage, delighted with an 
ingenuity in kennings developed by observing the rule. He was 
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delighted with the boat. He was eager to tell about it, as much 
about it as possible while telling what it did. Not only did it 
go, put it was a wave-floater and well fashioned and foamy 
necked. An opportunity for such interesting predications came 
each time the boat was denoted. So it was well to denote it 
many times, to repeat the fact that it went. ( Better than piling 
all the predications in one proposition, because this other way 
the boat is kept moving.) Nay, the going itself has interesting 
aspects. The boat traveled, it floated, it hastened. Quite often, 
in fact, the poet of Beowulf has on his hands two or more 
variations at once. Not only the man but the sword he is wield
ing, or not only the swords but the monster they cleave. Not 
only the waves and the sea but the men and the boat.3 And the 
effect of these multiple predications throughout this poem is 
much the same whether they appear in one proposition or in 
several. One of the most constant characters of the poem is the 
incrustation of ideas around single objects. An extreme exam
ple, in several propositions, like that of the boat, is felt as only 
a concentration of what occurs more casually on every page. 

The contexts in which variation may function expressively 
are perhaps of as many kinds as one cares to discover or illus
trate. Another example from Beowulf will suggest a widely 
familiar form. 

Loi we blithely have brought thee, bairn of H ealfdene, 
Prince of the Scyldings, these pres.€nts from ocean. 

Here is multiple predication in the vocative-as in a litany. In a 
formal liturgical litany, like that of the Blessed Virgin in the 
Roman breviary, there may be more than forty predications, the 
same petition repeated after each. It would be impossible, of 
course, to think of this as elegant variation. In certain whim
sical or emotional veins the essayist, showing his kinship with 
the poet, may offer us elaborate examples of variation. Lamb, 
for instance, begins "A Chapter on Ears" with ingenious play-
fulness: · 

Nor imagine that I am by nature destitute of those exterior twin ap
pendages, hanging ornaments, ~nd ( architecturally speaking) hand-
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some volutes to the human capital. . . . I am, I think, rather deli
cately than copiously provided with those conduits; and I feel no 

· disposition to envy the mule for his plenty, or the mole for her 
exactness, in those ingenious labyrinthine inlets-those indispensable 
side-intelligencers. 

Or the novelist may employ variation to show the progress of a 
conc~ption in the. mind of a character. 

The distraught young man stood in the middle of the road and 
glared back at the town. H,e did not know the reporter George Wil
lard and had no special feeltng concerning the tall boy who ran 
about town gathering the town news. The reporter had merely 
come, by his presence in the office and in the printshop of the 
Winesburg Eagle, to stand for something in the young merchant's 
mind. He thought the boy who.passed and repassed Cowley and 
Son's store and who stopped to talk to people in the street must be 
thinking of him and perhaps laughing at him.4 

One of the kinds of variation ridiculed by Sir Arthur Quiller
Couch is that employed by sports writers, an4 doubtless the 
ridicule is largely justified. An account of a football game is 
perhaps not often improved· by the appearance of an "oval," a 
"pigskin," a "spheroid," a "big leather egg."· But I believe that 
examples of condonable variation may easily be found. Let us 
consider an extreme anq. classical instance, the sports pages 
after the fight in June, 1935, between the Negro boxer Joe Louis 
and the giant Italian Primo Camera. The writers had already 
exploited a great opportunity for antonomasia in each of these 
figures. Camera was "ambling Alp," "Italian mastodon," "rud
derless mammoth," "robot of the racketeers." Louis was ''brown 
bomber," "dark destroyer," "black blizzard," "beige butcher," 
"sepia slugger," "dark dynamiter," "tan terror,," "dusky De
troiter," "dark detonator," "killer from the cotton fields." And 
when these two met: ' 

The frozen-faced, sloe-eyed Negro's defeat of Camera was en
acted before 57,000 pairs of eyes red with blood lust. [Camera] 
lacked only one thing-natural fighting ability, of which th!cl black 
Beowulf had more than an abundance. The imperturbable brown 
bear· . .. had whanged away under Camera's guard ... until the 
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jittery giant had become very weary indeed. . . . The sensational 
Senegambian was pinned in a corner ... the lad with the petrified 
puss was upon Camera as he rose as wobbly as a punch-drunk 
:fighter on stilts. . . . Crack, crack! went the right and left of this ' 
calmly savage Ethiopian to the head of the battered derelict. . . . 
He reeled along the ring ropes, obviously begging that someone stop· 
this brown mechanism that was so surely destroying him. . . . He 
feinted with his hands and the vast Venetian threw up his hands 
widely as his wits scattered.5 ' . 

"Surfeit!" one cries ( even though I have omitted a great 
deal), and one finds a certain crudity, an excess of horror and 
o~ alliteration. It is not always clear that expressiveness is put 
ahead of cleverness. Nevertheless, I submit that these bizarre 
variations do on the whole express something, that they are 
relevant to the violent conception, the picture of power and 
slaughter, which the, writer certainly conveys. Without them 
the account would be much duller. These are his comments of 
admiration, of pity or contempt, as he tells the facts. These and 
similar device~ (his variation is only part of a wild flair for · 
metaphor) make him the bard, the popular narrator of heroic 
~onflict. Another writer, on the same page, describing the same 
fight in a some~hat different style, exclaims: "Here was a two
fisted fighter, dealing out dynamite." Daet waes god cyningl 
0 Black Beowulf! 

It would seem safe to say that variation is indigenous to and 
flourishes in writing that is dramatic and poetic. In poetry 
there is predication at every point Every rift is to be packed 
with ore. The tone is that of trying to say as much as possible 
with every syllable. The more poetic a writing the more likely 
it is to employ variation of some sort. Even in more relaxed 
narrative prose, some more obvious form of variation is likely 
to crop ·out. One hardly objects to Meredith's occasional 
humor in calling one-legged Uncle Algernon "the dismembered 
Guardsman," or Tom Bakewell "Speed-the-Plough," or Richard 
Feverel "the hope of Raynham." 

On the other hand, the less poetic a writing, the more logical 
and expository, the more likely an obvious or ingenious varia
tion is to seem "elegant." Fowler's Dr. Boyd example was prob-
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ably quite offensive in its context. In a purely scientific writing · 
variation would be altogether out of place and incompatible 
with the purpose of the writing~which is to proceed from step 
to step with complete security as to what object or what aspect 
or abstraction is referred to. In a treatise on algebra, variation 

· in verbal exposition would be as chaotic as the indication of a 
same quantity now by x and now by y. In philosophy the 
same would be true-or sometimes is. And a determination to 
avoid the fault makes some philosophers produce pages of a 
severely repetitjous, mathematical character. Like algebraists 
or philosophers-though with a difference too-the masters of 
the plain prose style have almost never resorted to poetic 
variation. Swift, for example, is scrupulous in 'this regard, es
pecially in his satires, where the ironic effect, depends on his 
sober, chill precision. So to a lesser degree are Dryden, Ad
dison, and Steele. To study their prose is to see how variation 

, may be avoided and how from this discipline a special prosaic 
beauty is achieved. _ 

H. W. and F. G. Fowler have described a ki.nd of variation 
which I believe may be legitimately .distinguished from either 
the poetic or the elegant. This may be called "pronominal" 
variation, a usage by which the plain prose writer can some
times solve the problem of how to I secure reiterated reference 
without the reiterated emphasis commonly called "monotony" 
or "repetition.". An object is named under a new aspect, but 
one more generic and hence less informative and less emphatic 
than that under which it has already been named. The "vol
ume," the "story," the "author," the "hero," the "action," the 
"object," the "latter," the "former" -such generic levels regu
larly appear in unobtrusive instances of this arrangement. Yet 
the arrangement tends to make a kind of empty space in mean
ing and is perhaps not ideal. The secret of pure prose would 
seem to be a kind of economy, such a management of the parts 
of an argument that objects once named do not need fo be 
named soon again-at least not explicitly and emphatically and 
as subjects of propositions. Loose thinking, fuzziness, and "ele
gant variation" go well together.· There is a kind of unpre-
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tentious, unimaginative "elegant variation" which arises simply 
from one's not realizing the relations among objects discussed. 
The student of_ composition ( if a pedagogic suggestion may be 
inserted here) might be persuaded to write a page on which 
the same things were rigorously denoted by the same words. · 
Then might follow ·a surprising revelation of what the order 
of his thoughts ought to be-where pronouns could be used 
and where telescoping and ellipsis were called for. 

II 

But let us return to the other kind of variation described at 
the start of our discussion, that wh~re two or more things are 
denoted. H. W. Fowler's examples would suggest that this is 
of more frequent and less obvious occurrence than one-thing 
variation. Two-thing variation, as Fowler's examples also show, 
readily invades all the parts of speech. Not nouns and adjec
tives only, which are easily seen as referring to the same or to 
different objects, but verbs ( referring to objects as acting) or 
prepositions ( referring to objects in their relations) or any 
parts of speech ( referring to concrete or abstract objects in any 
of the possible ways) may readily be varied when two or more 
objects are present. 

France is now going through a similar experience with regard 
to Morocco to that which England"tlad to undergo with refer
ence to Egypt. 

This is the kind of variation which finds its way'into one's writ
ing in countless complicated ways, sometimes in clearly isolable 
short phrases or words, sometimes in lack of parallel between 
phrases or clauses, sometimes in the whole structure of argu
ment or order in which the ideas of a discourse are classified 
and presented. If one has in mind fifteen examples which show 
that romantic poets were interested in kinetic imagery, one 
does not state the case in an introductory paragraph and then 
list the examples; one achieves the appearance of complication 
by inventing fifteen ways to tie an example to the main theme. 
One writes fifteen introductory sentences, or fifteen paragraphs, 
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which seem to say different things but, with relevance to the 
theme, say only one thing. Viewed this way, variation and its 
opposite are intrinsic to the very process of thinking. To avoid 
elegant variation is to achieve rightness, relevance, unity in the 
analysjs and synthesis of our discourse. 6 

When the difference be:tween ~ngs and .that between the 
aspects under which things are thtmght of are both great, there 
is not much difficulty in seeing that different words are wanted. 
That is the case whe:q. we mention almost anY. two things in 
nonparallel or oblique relation. ';['he difficulty begins when we 
yoke things by parallel or contrast. Then widely different 
things may be referred to as alike. 'But it may also happen that 
different things are referred to as they are not alike, but almost 
alike; a more generic aspect in which they are alike is suggested 
by the naming of more specific aspect~ in which they are al
most alike. Some such arrangement as this is common, par
ticularly in narration and description, where different concepts 
are used in the mere naming of s~veral objects and where the 
class concept or likeness is less often named by one general 
term than suggested by approximations, each approximation 
taking a -variation from the thing to which it is attached. It 
does not matter to our argument what parts of speech are used 
to refer to likeness or to difference. In the following example 
from Conrad's. Heart of Darkness, nouns refer to different 
objects under clearly different aspects, while adjectives refer 
to the same objects under aspects which approach one another 
and suggest a single generic aspect-for which perhaps there is 
no single word. 

A small flame would dart and vanish, a little white smoke 
would disappear, a tiny projectile would give a.feeble screech. 

Conrad describes a French ma~-of-war shelling the bush of the 
African coast. The action is futile-small and weak. He would 
make each part of the action contribute to the smallness and 
weakness in its own way. This is the method of concreteness, 
of narrative symbol as opposed to abstract science. This is 
basically the way in which the diverse concrete elements of 
any ijction gain relevance or unity. · 
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Here is a kind of variation which is demanded by the context. 
If there is to be narrative, and not essay, the different things 
must be named and each must be small or weak in its own way, 
differently small or weak. The difference must be indicated 
verbally. Nevertheless-and this is a point which one may find 
it hard to grant-there ne,ed not be any clear or explicit pro
priety in the difference in words. It may be beyond the scope 
of the language to express such difference explicitly. In: the 
home-habitat example the fault laY. in implicit difference. In 
such an example as the above from Conrad the merit may be 
of the same sort. "Feeble" indicates exactly the way in which 
a "screech" is small, and "feeble" would not do so well for 
"projectile." But it might do for "flame." And "small" might do 
for "projectile," and "little" might do for "flame." But taken in a 
series, applied to these different objects, these different words 
for "small" do suggest accurate application and complete rele
vance. The reason is that flame, smoke, projectile, and screech 
really are small and weak in different ways, no matter whether 
there are words in our vocabulary to distinguish the ways ac
curately.· A difference in the sound of words, a difference in 
their range of meaning, implicitly means the right difference. 
Let me lay myself open to a charge of insensitivity by citing a 
more famous instance: 

St. Agnes' Eve-Ah, bitter ~Qill it was! 
The owl, for all his feathers, was a-cold. 

"In the first Stanza," wrote Keats, "my copy reads ... 'bitter,, 
chill it was' to avoid the echo cold in the second line." Certainly 
it is better to have the two words different. The air is cold or 
chill in one way; the owl in another. What seems more ques
tionable is that the·coldness of either could not ( aside from the 
rhyme) be indicated equally well with either word. And some
what the same can be said for the following line of Paradise 
Lost: "Hor;id to think, how horrible to feel." There. is a dif
ference between "to tliink" and "to feel" which may be reflected 
or extended into the difference between "horrid" and "horrible," 
but ( aside from meter and climax) it is difficult to see why the 
order of these adjectives might not be reversed. 
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A clearer propriety in difference of words may be discerned 
when objects are denoted under aspects that are parallel and 
nearly the same but nevertheless ,contrasted or antithetic. 
Wilde once read to Yeats from the proofs of The Decay of 
Lying. 

And when he came to the sentence: "Schopenhauer has analysed 
the pessimism that characterizes modern thought, but Hamlet in
vented it. The world has become sad because a puppet was once 
melancholy," I said, "Why do you change 'sad' to 'melancholy'?" He 
replied that he wanted a full sound at the close of his sentence. 

But Wilde might have found a better reason. "World" and 
"puppet" refer to objects as they are different or contrasted; 
"sad" and "melancholy" refer to them as they are nearly the 
same. But there is a difference between "sad" and "melan
choly," a modulation, which corresponds to the difference be
tween "world" and "puppet." The world is sad, simply and 
actually sad. But the puppet, the player, is melancholy-sad in 
the Elizabethan, theatrical way, that of the whimsical, self-con
scious malcontent. From the imitation has proceeded the re
ality. There is a parallel expressed in the nearness of the words 
"sad" and "melancholy" and at the same time a contrast. and 
an oblique, causal relation expressed in their difference. 

To close the cycle of our discussion, we need now only refer 
again to the clear difference between the aspects under which 
things are thought ·of when they are thought of in completely 
oblique or nonparallel relation to each other. Here belongs the 
example from Fowler quoted at the outset: 

They dug their own clay, often in front of their own front 
doors. 

To use the same word in referring to nearly the same or parallel 
aspects of parallel things is to produce either emphasis or mo
notony-as Keats would have done if he had repeated "chill." 
But to use the same word in referring to objects in oblique re
lation is to produce a marked effect of impropriety, of wrong 
words. In· such cases the need for different words, or for 
phrasal recasting, is urgenf. 
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Their clay they dug for themselves, often before their own 
front doors. 

Here again, however, there is need less of exact propriety in dif
ference than. of difference implicitly expressed. This is par
ticularly ,clear in the prepositional strings which Fowler quotes 
under "Repetition of Words and Sounds" and "Jingles." 

Tl),e observation of the facts of the geological succession of the 
forms of life. 

The resources of the language are not adequate to express such 
a series of relationships with accurate explicit difference. One 
must resort either to complete recasting or to compression and 
implicit variation. It is less offensive to write: 

The observation of geological succession in the forms of life. 

"In" may be less accurate than "of' at this juncture, but it 
serves to suggest the difference between the relationship to 
which it refers and the relationships referred to on either side 
of it. The same is true even of the syllabic jingles which Fowler 
quotes-ly adverbs or ity abstract nouns used in oblique or de
pendent relation. 

Their invalidity was caused by a technicality. 

It is probably generally known. 

Here some recasting is called for. Even down to these fractions 
of words the rule of thumb holds good: Use different words 
when you mean different things. 


