
Chapter 2 
_i\ coat of man'r colo1~s: .... 

Speech as intertextual collage 

But I n1ust've said it before, since I say it now. 
Sain uel Beckett 

Let us begin by exan1ining a fe\v exa1nples of speech of diverse content, 
sy11tactic shape .. and stylistic texture. All the exarnples are genuine, i.e., 
tl1ey \\7ere created by· speakers of English for their O\Vn conuntu1tcative 
purposes rather than constructed or elicited for the purpose of testing one or 
anotl1er lingu ist.ic 111odel.3S .._ .. 

For all their apparent ditferences1 these facts of speech share one fi_1n­
dan1ental conunon feature. \\'hile they are all indeed ne\\·rl)r created artifacts 
- not cliches~ not read)r-n1ade speech fo1111ulas - none of thetn can be called 
a ··virgin"'" creation, i.e . ., one built totally' ane\v out of elen1entary signs -
\Vords or n1orphe1nes. Rather, each is \VO'Ven out of ,rarious n1ore or less 
extended expressions about \\Illich every ··con1petenr~ speaker of English 
(including a sufficiently advanced non-native speaker) can say· that they 
look fan1iliar~ i.e ... the)l have son1eho\v figured in that speaker's previous 
experience of using the language. These fan1iliar constellations of language 
1natter can be strikingly di,verse in shape, content, einotional color .. and the 
presu1nable situations in \\7hich they 1night be used. Their only con1111011 
property~ is th at \Ve son1 eh o'v percei·ve the1n as son1 ething \Ve '~have rn et 
~}lith" before - son1e\vhere, so1neti1ne~ perhaps n1any ti1nes. In a continual 
tlo\v of speech, one recognizes such fa1niliar configurations of language 
111atter in n101nentary· flashes .. not unlike t11e vtray· one catches a glin1pse of a 
fan1iliar face (or one that looks fan1iliar) in a briskly n1oving procession. 

(2. 1) SING~A.PORE. - In a 1najor shift of policy, an increasing nu1nber of East 
Asian countries are considering highly risky 111easures to reinvigorate their 

.A.It.hough this artifact of sveech as such, in its entirety1 has in all probability 
never appeared before in the history of the \Vorld1 it \Vas not created out of 
ele1nentary .. con1rnunicatively neutral resources of language, in hern1etic 
isolation fron1 previous experience. Taking a closer look at its fabric .. \\7e 



can discern vtrithin it nian)r prefabricated ingredients, fan1iliar to speakers in 
their entiret)'. Let us tr)' to co1npile an approxi1nate list of such fan1iliar 
shapes found in (2. 1): 

( 2 . 2 } in a [ ... ] of [ ... ] 
a 111 aj or [ ... ] of[ ... ] 
a shill of[ ... ] 
au in ere asing n u1n b er of ( ... ] 
a nu1uber of[. .. ] countries 
are considering [ ... J 
a risky [ ... ] 
[ vety] risk'"y 
high risk ._. 

in easures to [ ... ] 
their econ on1 ies 
to [ ... ] their econon1ies 

i\.ll the expressions listed above figure in the ICE-GB corpus1 n1ost of 
then1 as tnultiple entries. Of course, no fixed corpus of texts1 ho\vever large, 
can n1atch the scope of expressions any native speaker can produce, or 
recognize, on the spot. The list presented above is neither exhaustive nor 
finite. I\i1oreover, if tl1ere is an)1.hing certain about it, it is the fact that diffe­
rent individual speakers, upon exan1ining it could suggest additions to the 
list as well as so1ne n1odifications of the listed expressions. In doing so, 
the)r 1nay find then1selves in partial disagreen1ent \\lith each other. Karaulov 
(1993: 24 7), \Vhose project of ~·associative granunar'' has been based on the 
n1assive speech data of Russian, found partial disagree1nents an1ong indivi­
dual responses •c>t~lpical.~~ This has also been lll)l experience each tin1e I 
presented an analy·sis of this type, itrvolving either English or Russian~ to an 
audience of native speakers of either language. Not only is a full consensus 
never reached an1ong different individual speakers: even a single speaker 
cannot. be certain ho\v 1nany distinct expressions he has recognized, and 
\Vhat tl1e exact shape of each of then1 v~rould be.w Nevertheless, speakers' 
reactions, alt.hough never exactly the sa1ne, coincide to a substantial degree 
- a degree sutiicient to n1aintain a satisfactory level of 1nutual understan­
ding . ..,__ 

The considerable con1patibility bet\\Ieen the language experiences of in­
dividual speakers is a natural result of t11eir continual co1nn1unicatlve inter­
action."rn Speakers constantl)r otier to each other sµeech artifacts \Vhose n1a­
terial ts drav~rn fron1 sources fan1iliar to all or n1an\.r of then1 - in our case, 
for instance .. prin1aril)l t1·on1 the experience of reading ne\\rspapers. 41 Every 



in di vi du al speaker einerges t)·on1 this incessant process of (~ cofnn1 un icati ve 
1netabolisnf~+~ equipped \Vith a con1n1on stock of n1e1nories, sufficient to 
enable hin1 to foHo".r fa1niliar pieces in the s1Jeech of others, and to otier 
speech artifacts otl1ers are able to follo\v.·t3 This also n1eans t11at the closer 
tl1e contacts bet\\leen certain speakers~ or \\lithin a certain group of speakers, 
tl1e n1ore intense the conununicative n1etabolis1n generated bv those con-

..__". "' 

tacts, and as a result the denser the texture of the fa1niliar iten1s these spea-
kers are able to pick up fro111 each other's speech .44 

Even a perfunctory anal)rsis of our perfectly ordinary and rather pede­
strian exan1ple reveals in it v,rhat. Julia Kristeva ([1969} 1980), speaking 
specifically· of literary discourses (first of alL the 111ode111 novel), called the 
'~intertextual n1osaic'~ - the array· of recognizable features, drav~·rn fro1n and 
alluding to ,rarious facets of the \Vriter'I s and reader's previous literary' ex­
perience, that transpire in the given text, undern1ining its clain1 of con1plete 
distinctness. i\ctuall:y, I \~/ould prefer to call this phenornenon interte.Ytual 
collage rather than 1nosaic, since recognizable expressions do not. rernain 
discrete as n1osaic-like co1puscles but appear inte1'\voven \Vith and supe­
ri1nposed upon each other. Returning to sentence (2 .1), \Ve can say that it 
presents itself as a collage of various speech fragn1ents, each of \\rhich evo­
kes in speakers 1nore or less distinct recollections . 

. AJ first glance1 the intertextual fabric of the sentence, as suggested bv 
~ ~~· ~ 

tl1e list (2 .2}, appears rather sli1n, because of the fragn1entariness of the 
listed expressions. Ho\vever~ \Vithin each expression positions indicated lry 
dots are not. n1erely· en1pt.y syntactic slots, to be filled at randon1 b)l any 
gran1n1atically fitting n1aterial. Each firn1l11 entrenched expression is not 
ren1en1bered as a unique and isolated artifact. lt carries \Vith itself n1ore or 
less tangible suggestions of ho\\I it can be expanded: activation of such an 
expression in a speaker) s operative n1en1or)r occurs together \Vith an adun1-
bration of a group of \Vords1 or \Vhole expressions~ that could servTe as 
n1eans of its potential t11lfilhnent. 

Consider son1e of tl1e expressions in the ICE-GB containing the frag­
n1ent in a ... of 

(2. 3) in a burst of futurology 
in a fit of passion 
in a fl-enzy of uncertainty 

Altl1ough the co1pus does not contain the expression in a 1najor shift o._f: 
it clearly'" s11ggest.s t11e direct.ion in \Vhich the speaker 111ay· look t.o find a 
fitting filler for the entrenched t1·agn1ent in a ... o..f The sen1antic-st)rlistic 



vector of the expression po in ts to\vard son1 eth ing sudden, dran1 ati c, ahn ost 
violent - an itnpulse that disturbs the existing condition. The choice of a 
n1ajor shift fits this suggestion quite v~rell. 

The saine principle ''"orks in regard to every other expression in (2.2). 
For instance'I the fragtnent a nu1)or ... of suggests a change .. 111ost probably1 
in the area of econotn).r or policy. The frag1nents their econon1ies or to ... 
their econon1ies rather strongly suggest. son1ething alongside the lines of 
~~developn1ent.'" To cite the l(~E-GB corpus: 

(2.4} a 1najor expansion of do1niciliaiy services 
a 111 aj or restn1cturing of production locations 
to develop their econo1nies 
in the develop1n ent of their econon1 ies 

This is ho\v an intertextual allusion \Vorks. It does not point to a definite 
source, the \Vay· a quotation do es: rather, it creates a cl itnate of expectations 
of \¥hat n1a)' follo\\l, an adun1bration of possibilities that orients the spea­
ker's (and the adch·essee "s) rnind in a certain direction .. sho\ving then1 the 
road along \Vhich the needed language n1aterial can be found . .._. .._.. .._ .. 

Of course, a t1·agn1 ent like in a . . . of appears '"' ith in the cited corpus on 
n1an~y other occasions that have no relation to (2. 1): 

(2. 5) in a lot of other contact-based dance \\.rork you can actually ... 
left hnn in a bit of a state 
in a couple of 'veeks 

But these and other such sa1nples belong to a different language ga1ne or 
ga1nes - n1ostly~ to that of an info11nal conversation. That the suggestive 
po\~.rer of a recognizable frag1nent. of speech is not absolute but contingent 
on a speech genre .. t.hat is .. that. it is connected to a particular texture oft.he 
discourse1 is indeed one of the fundan1ental principles of linguistic int.ertex­
tuality. 

Looking no\v at (2.1 ), we can discern in it a con1plex and variegated fa­
bric of language n1at.t.er - a linguistic '~coat of 1na11y colors .. ~' in \Vhich one 
can spot 1nany~ fan1iliar tl1reads. This seen1ingly sin1ple instance of con1n1u­
nication loses its 1nonolithic character. It is ilooded by a n1ultiplicit).r of 
recalled expressions and their suggested expansions: the)' superi1upose 
then1selves over the structural contour of the sentence, con1plicating, if not 
altogether undern1ining .. its clain1 to be a une\v'" product of speech .. fresh 
fron1 the asse1nbly line of the speaker's internalized granunar. Though in 
the final analysis it is indeed a unique creation of the speaker, it exhibits a 



shared identit~l \Vith a n1ultitude of other speech products~ the speaker's 
voice conies through 1nixed \~lith and invaded by voices fro1n the speaker~ s 
and his addressees~ linguistic past. 

The diversity and density of the inte1textual fabric of an ordinary speech 
product seen1s by no 1neans inferior to \Vhat \Ve are used to dealing v.,rith in 
literature . 4 ~ Ivioreover, I v~rould ',renture to suggest that it is the intertextualitv 

~~~~ ~ 

of literary texts, rather than that of ordinary speech acts .. that constitute a 
relatively· straightfor"rard pheno1nenon. A plain n1essage like (2.1) n1ay 
contain fewer intertextual clues, and they nia)' be less exciting, than 'vhat 
can be discerned in a densely con1posed poeni. But there is nevertheless 
so1ne grandeur in the ano11y1nity of intertextual sources t)lJical of the eve­
r)rday use of language. Literat·)r allusions .. for the 111ost parL stand out in the 
text4

c tl1ey evoke if not a definitive source, at least a particular literary do-
111ai11. But ho\v n1an'.r tin1es .. tz·on1 \Vho111, under \Vhat circurnstances have 

"' " 

\\re heard or read expressions like high risk, or 111easures to [ ... ]? The very 
indete11ninacy of this type of intertextuality signifies the high degree of its 
suggestive potential. 

(2. 6) (Front Edelsky 1993: 197: a group discusses an article in the Sunday 
ne\vspaper. The author"' s systen1 of transcription is retained: succeeding expres­
sions are ru1·anged ve1tically~ the 1non1ents at \vhich a re1nark by one of the par­
ticipants is joined by another are 1narked 'vith ligatures). 

1\·f arion: L.en: 
'Vas in the Sunday paper 

111 ei ·e \vas a Oh there 

Rafe: 
I don .. t rein en1 b er 
'vhere I read it 

l:=-- eah Sunday 
___ I 

big analvsis 
._ "" 

Oh just-

\Vas a 
scathing 

'-" 

ru1 aly sis of 
oh ''ras just 
ch·eadful His - it just tore the 

I ______ _ 

y 'kno'v fion1 one end 
to the other so 



The n1ost conspicuous aspect of this dialogue is the si1nultaneity of the 
participants~ ren1arks. Instead of \Va! ting for the previous ren1ark to be 
con1pleted before responding to iC the~l begin their responses right in the 
1niddle of the utterances of their speech partners~ this is in fact quite typical 
of inforn1al conversation. Despite canst.ant interruptions, participants suc­
cessfully cooperate \\rith each other .·P The '"'hole arrange111ent recalls a 11111-
sical canon~ or the collective in1provisation of jazz n1usicians: each ne\v 
ren1ark, in spite of having interrupted the previous one, echoes and elabo­
rates on it. 

Fron1 a purely rational point of 'lie\:v., it \vould seen1 that one had to re­
ceive the other'ls ren1ark in full in order to co1nprehend it and re~µond ac­
cordingly. The point is, ho\vever~ that s,veakers retrieve \Vhat is being said 
t)·o1n their o\vn n1e1nory as n1uch as fro1n the actual speech they· are liste­
ning to. Fa111iliar expressions einerge in the listener~s n1ind in their '"rhole­
ness at an initial pron1pt before they fully evolve in speech. Each ren1ark is 
anticipated., \Vith different degrees of certainty~ aln1ost fron1 the n1on1ent of 
its inception. Like\~"ise, jazz n1usicians take instant cues fi:on1 each other, 
and respond in accord~ because \Vhat they have in n1ind are \\Ihole 1nusical 
phrases and not a succession of single notes. 

The n101nent Len heard the beginning of Rafe's ren1ark I c/on -~, ren1 ... , he .._. ..__ 

anticipated - '"°rith the help of the k110\v·n topic and general situation of the 
conununication - the extension of the ren1ark: 1 don jt re111e1nber lrhere I 
[s{nr /read] it, and 'vas able to respond v~rithout ''raiting for its co1npletion. 
Rafe, in his turn, \\.ras ab le to receive Len's rein ark: [it] 1ras in the S,.un.dm.' 
JJaper, \Vhile still bUS)l finishing his O\Vn. \'rhen l\ilarion otiers the phrase a 
big ana~vsis as an ironic paraphrase of the n1ore conventional scathing / 
de-rastati11g an.a~vsis, Len takes the clue instantly, producing a plainer ver­
sion: a. sct1thing anaf:·vsis o,_f'... . rv1arion 's next oh just ... suggests unn1ista­
kably· a pro11ouncen1ent of the type just terrible / (lrea.dful ./ a11ji1/, \Vhich 
Len again catches in 1nid-traj ector)l. Before Len ends his n1ove~ Rafe begins 
his~ \Vhat he is offering is another fan1iliar expression: just tore the [thing to 
pieces] - closely akin to the scathing I de1·astating aua~vsis and just terrible 
/ dreaqful that preceded it. He interrupts hin1self in the n1iddle~ ho\vever, 
deciding to substitute the too predictable ren1aining part '"'ith the n1ore ela­
borate - y'et still prefabricated - [tore it]fi~on1 one end to the other. 

E.xa1nple (2.6) highlights the a11ticipa.torJ~ dirnension of speech behav­
ior,48 'vhich cornes as a natural result of the 1nassive use of instant.Iv reco-

"' 
gnizable expressions. Each can be recognized in its entirety at a pron1pt, 
and then projected in the n1ind before it is actuall~l articulated.+9 The rest of 
the segn1ent as it eventually appears in speech~ beco1nes just a confi11nati-



on - or a partial adjustt11ent and elaboration - of \Vhat the interlocutors have 
already anticipated ti·o1n the rnon1ent this segrnent began to en1erge. Both 
the speaker and the addressee operate \\ritl1 larger units that are perceived 
before they are actually produced syllable b).r syllable ru1d 'vord by \\Iord. 50 

~1oreover~ each fan1iliar expression brings \Vith it 1nore distant anticipations 
of \\that 111ay follo\\t, or ho\v one 1night respond to it. 51 

This is in fact the only possible \\ray of operating under the tin1e con­
straints of oral speech. An atten1pt to produce., or recei,re~ speech fron1 ele­
rnentary particles of language is doon1ed to failure in a natural speech envi­
ronn1 ent - as beginning students of a Ian gu age kn O\V a 11 too well. But even 

..__,, ..._.. ..__.. 11._d 

in an elaborate \Vrit.t.en speech .. \\rhere each expression can be n1ore careful-
ly chosen, reconsidered1 and edited .. the speaker's efforts concentrate on 
\\ .. hich farniliar turns of speech to choose, and ho'"' to package t.hen1 to­
gether into a \Vh o le, ratl1er than on h o'v to link one \'VO rd to an other. This is, 
in fact, the crucial ditierence bet\\leen a genuinely H con1petenf' speaker and 
a (not sufficientlv advanced) student of a language. It is not that the fo1111er 

•, .m} '"-•' ._ .. 

is doing the san1e \Vork \Vith language as the latter~ onlv~ 1nuch faster and 
.._.. .._,,,. .._.. p 

n1ore efficiently·: rather, their speech activity proceeds according to ditie-
rent strategies. i\ ·~student" \Vill never beco1ne a ~·speakern \\litl1out accun1u­
lating in n1en1ory a sufficient - \Vhich n1eans enorn1ous beyond in1agination 
- stock of concrete facts of speech~ \Vhich 'vill allo\\r hitn to abandon the 
linguistic assernbly line and concentrate on n1anipulating larger prefabrica-. (,, 

t.ed lUHt.S ." ~ 

(2. 7) TI1is, after all, \Vas lVlesopotrunia, ho1ne of the so1ne of the greatest 111011ar­
chies of ancient history. (The l,lelv y·ork Tunes) 

(2.7) is a 1nanifestly "'l1ngran1n1aticar~ sentence~ any speaker of English \vill 
instru1tly spot the in1possible sequence the sotne~ so111ething that under no 
condition could be allo\ved. Yet this sentence exists as an etnpirical facL in 
circun1stances far fron1 esoteric: on a page of a respectable ne\vspaper. If its 
construction had proceeded according to sy11tactic rules, it Vlould be baf­
fling hov~·r those Illies could have been so egregiously· vioiat.ed1 apparentl)l 
b~y a \~lell-qualified native speaker. Yet if \\'e assun1e that the author of this 
sentence created it fi:on1 prefabricated expressions rather tl1an fro111 el en1 en­
t.ary unit.s1 it becon1es easy to explain tl1e speech accident that happened 

'i::( 

here:-
An1ong the read).r-n1ade expressions used by the Vlriter as ravl speech 

1naterial, \Vere such closely related alternatives as of the greatest / .... 011.e of 
the greatest./ son1e of.the greatest. To cite the ICE-GB corpus once again: 



(2. 8) so1ue of the greatest tresses are con1ing in the lTK 
. - -

a 1ne111 ber of the greatest cricket club in the wo1id 
one of the greatest inheritances in the .i\nglo-Saxon world 

Each of tl1ese alternatives can easil\r be augn1ented \Vit.h such additions 
_,. 1._ •• 

as in the lrorlti or in [ancient/ recent/ 1nodern} histo1J·!: 

(2. 9) One of the biggest parlirunent n1ajorities in recent histo1yr 
the last ever large-scale land battle in world history 

Out of these and sin1ilar suggestions grounded in the speaker's n1en1ory, 
an adun1bration of the \Vhole sentence is e1nerging: 

i._.• ..__ •• 

( 2 . 1 0) the gt ·e ate st [ . . . ] 
This \Vas [the hon1e oi] one of the greatest[ ... -s] of ancient history 

son1 e of the greatest [ ... -s] 

The error occurred because of interference bet\\leen t\vo different albeit 
closely related ready-111ade expressions. The \\Titer's n1istake consisted not 
in con1bining the '"'rords the and so111e - an e1Tor \Vhich, as such~ no English 

~- ~-

speak er \Vould ever n1ake - but in not clearing up the traces of his ,racilla-
ti on bet\\reen the alt.ernati ve prefabricated pieces he considered \Vh i le bui Id­
ing his 111essa2e.

54 

.._ ..._, 

Exan1ple (2. 7) sho\vs that speakers do not retrieve needed expressions 
t)·on1 1nen1or)' one by one. On t11e contrary, the prevailing n1ode of opera­
tion is that of sinutltaneit.v. At each point, the speaker is confronted \Vi th a 
rnultiplicit)l of anticipations as to ho\\r his speech could be continued, or 
\\rhat is to be expected in the s,veech of his interlocutor .. A. 1nult.itude of po­
tential expressions~ each n1ore or less fitting the occasion~ arise in 1nind 
concurrently. C)nly a fraction of these possibilities \vill actually find their 
place in the uttered or \~lritten n1essage. Many others \\rill n1ake only fleet­
ing appearances in the speaker~s n1ind as he proceeds with his con1111unica­
tive effort. i\.s a resulc any phenon1enon actuall)r en1erging in speech ap­
pears, in the n1inds of the ones \Vh o ere ate or receive it \~/rapped in an 
ethereal \:Veb of unrealized alternatives~ cursory re1niniscences, and rejected 
or lost opportunities. The fact that the unuttered re1niniscent background of 
speech is aiv~ra:ys niuch richer than the actual con1111unication gives the latter 
a high degree of tlexibility·. Our speech becon1es creative not despite the 
fact that \Ve ren1e1nber so n1anv readv-n1ade expressions but because of it -

"' "' 
thanks to the fact that our 1ne1nory pron1pts us to so n1any~ si1nultaneous 
alte1natives, each 1nore or less fit to be used. In n1ost cases'\ speakers n1an-



age to keep this incessant conunotion of recollections in check to a satisfac­
tor)r degree, although, as \Ve have seen in (2. 7), accidents do happen. 

So far \Ve have been dealing \Vtth speech artifacts belonging to discour­
ses ''rhose general constitution clearly favors forn1ulaic .. cliche-like expres­
sions - ru1 infortnal conversation .. a nev~rspaper report. Does this n1ean tl1at 
prefabricated expressions are used predo1ninantl)1 in these kinds of discour­
ses but v,.rill be less evident in other kinds? To an~'\ver this question, let us 
turn to an other exan1pl e taken tl·on1 a radical I:y different don1ain of l angu a­
ge usage . 

.._,,..__ L.-•' 

(2.11) i\.t1d it \Vas never but once a year that they \Vere brought together any­
\vay, ru1d that 'vas on the neutrat dereligionized ground of Thanksgiving, \Vhen 
eve1ybody gets to eat the srune thing .. nobody sneaking ofl- to eat funny stuff -
no kugel.. no gefilte fish~ no bitter herbs, just one colossal turkey for t\vo hun­
ch·ed and fifty 111illio11 people - one colossal turkey feeds all. (Philip Roth~ 
An .. 1 ..... 7"C{,·~ 'l D,.., ""t'u- .. ,, ~) . J.i::-:, I. i! .1. l~ ._,. ,•Ct.{· 

The fa1niliar expressions every reader 'vould be able to spot in this artifact. 
are legion. \\1ithout n1aking any clain1s as to the con1pleteness of our list, let 
us put son1e of the111 on record: 

(2.12) J\J.1d it \Vas [ ... ] 
Vlas never [ ... ] atty\vay 
never but once [ ... J 
once [a year / a n1 on th / a \Veek / in a lifeti1n e] 
\Vere brought together 

'-" '-

on the[ ... ) ground 
the [ f atu !liar / safe] ground 
[just] once a yeru·l on Thanksgiving 
got son1ething to eat -· ~· 

the srune thing ·-
sneaked off [into the kitchen] 
good stutI / ten·ible stuff 
gefilte fish 
no [sugar / salt / 111 eat / butt et·] 
this turkey is [huge/ enonnons] 
colossal statue [of the golden cali] 
five loaves of bread [to feed five thou sand people] 
t\vo hunch·ed and fifty 1nillion people (population of the lTSA) 
to feed [the1n] all/ to satisfy all 
\Vinner takes all / one takes all 
one size fits an 



The ingredients out of \Vhich (2.11) is con1posed are ch~a,vn fron1 strikin­
gly diverse facets of language experience. Literar:y intertextuality in a strict 
sense - that is, allusions to various lit.erarv texts and genres - goes hand in 

~ ..._, ~ 

hand \Vith ren1iniscences e,roking everyday· speech situations. One can per-
ceive hints at literary· na1Tatives of different genres, tt-0111 the fairy tale to 
the "' Je,,.rish'I' tale ... A.t the sa1ne tin1e~ one can also disce111 traces of protot)l­
pical real-life conversations: one is a generic story about a fan1d)r \Vhose 
111en1bers see each other onl\.r once a \rear, on Thanksgiving, or a discussion "' ... ....... ..... ... 

of hoV\.r one has to suffer at fa1nil y gatherings, this happ ening'I fortunately, 
but once a year: another is also a generic conversation about funny people -
foreigners1 inunigrants - and tl1e funny stuff the).r have the habit of eating, 
interspersed \Vith a typical anecdote about a stitI dinner party" fro1n '''hich 
one sneaks otI to nibble furtivel).r at son1ething habitually palatable. There 
are biblical allusions in Vlhich the Old and the Ne'v Testan1ents are intrica­
tely blended (the principal protagonists of the story are a n1ixed Catholic­
Je,vish couple, \Vhich adds an uneasiness to the yearly stn11n1its at the 
Thanksgiving table). One can also spot son1e vestiges of ne\vspaper lan­
guage, adve1tisen1ent, and professional jargon. 

This is indeed a coat of n1any colors. Its threads co1ne together in intri­
cate, ahnost teasingly suggestive patterns. The intensity \~.dth \\7hich this 
linguistic product appeals to our linguistic resources! the variety of tasks 
\Vith \vhich it taxes our language experience are tren1endous. One has to 
appreciate, for instance .. tl1e n1ultitude of allusional avenues to \v·hich the 
expressions colossal turke,v and one [ ... ] feeds all point sitnultaneously: 
ritual excla1nations of appreciation at the eno11nous size of the Thanksgi­
ving turke)r~ the colossal statues of pagan anti quit)', in particular that of the 
Golden Calf, as a s:yn1bol of a u dereligionized~; conununion: five loaves of 
bread fro1n a story in Exodus that. fed "alL"'~ those '""all;' of the \Vandering 
tribe nov~r posing as tv~ro hunch·ed and fift).r 1nillion .A..111ericans~ and last but 
not lease the con11r1ercial forn1ula one si=e fits all, and its association Vlith 
the XXL size. 

t~reating and receiving such an artifact is an experience profoundl)r dif­
ferent t1"01n the casuaL highly anticipatory· \vays by \Vhich such n1essages as 
(2. l)" (2.6), and (2. 7) are created and received .... i:\nd yet.. \Vhat is con1111011 
bet\veen th en1 and (2 .11) is that the latter di sso Ives, up on analysis, into a 
111ultitude of fan1iliar linguistic shapes \Vith a sin1ilar or 111aybe even higher 
pervasiveness than the forn1er. 

'\le can no\v say that the novelty of a speech artifact is a quality \Vhich is 
by no ineans opposed to the fan1iliarit)'" of the ingredients out of \Vhich that 
artifact ':vas con1posed. It is not their non-belonging to our habitual stock of 



language experience that gives son1e of the turns of speech in (2.11) their 
novelty' of n1eaning: on the contrary~ they o\~le their striking inventiveness 
precisely~ to the fact that they do appeal to our experience, but do so in an 
in1aginative and provocative \Vay·. s~ They i1npress us b)l challenging our 
routine use of language, not b)' abandoning it. To con1prehend this lingui­
stic artifact, to appreciate its con1plexity, to achnire t.he aut.hor~s originality~ 
\Ve need n1ore of the routinely used resources of language that are stored in 
our 111en1orv., not fe\ver of the1n. ,,,.. 

Let us consider one of the rnost challenging instances in (2.11): th.e neu­
tral, dereligioni=ed ground o..f Tha11ksgil·i11g. This expression sets in n1otion 
a v~rhirl\vind of disparate linguistic re1niniscences, each of tl1e111 resounding 
\Vi th a certain aspect of the story' at large. For instance, the neutral ground 
// 11.eutral territo11..t // no 111£111 's lcnui /l den1ilitari=ed =one evokes, in this 
particular context, in1ages of faniil)' tensions co111ing to an uneasy truce at. 
tl1e holiday tab le. The neo logisrn tiereligion.i=ed, built after the pattern of 
and in association "rith deregulated/ disinfected/ detoxified, evokes a col­
lateral reference to religion as ··poison'" and Uthe opiate of the peoplen in 
leftist parlance (the st.Of)' evolves in the l 960s1 its heroine eventually be­
con1ing involved in the radical lefl-\\7ing rnoven1ent). i\nother possible 
shado\V)l n1en1ber of the fa1nily of suggest.ions out of \\7hich the \\rord dere­
ligion.i=ed has en1erged is [co111plete~v] deracina.ted - a standard expression 
referring to the fate of inunigrants. Finally, ·yet another potential associative 
environn1ent for dereligioni:=ed is presented by such bits of professional 
tern1inology· as tieha.iring / tlegreasing the hide - expressions repeatedl'y 
used in the storv in connection \Vith the fan1ilv business of glove-1naking. ,,,.. ,,,.. .._.. ..... .. 

Such is a possible (though b)r no n1eans exhaustive) set of n1en1ories lur-
king in the background of this phrase. It is the \Vild diversity of those tne­
n1ories and tl1e intensityT 'A:"ith \Vhich they· blend together that give the phrase 
its daring extrffvagance and poignant suggestiveness.~~ 

San1uel Beckett ~s provocative n1axin1, '~But I n1ust 've said it before, 
since I say it no'\v," like n1an)' absurdist pronouncen1ents, is in fact not as 
absurd as it n1ay at first see1n. The intertextual fabric of speech "roven out 
of farniliar expressions supercedes any~ straight.for\vard opposition bet\veen 
''ne\V~' and •ifan1iliar,~~ ~"creati'VC~~ and '"fo11nulaic,'; ~~unconventionar' and 
''conventional.'" The 1nore fan1iliar the voices, routine situations'! and for­
n1ulaic expressions that are evoked in language n1en1or)l by the given fact 
of speech, the n1ore open-ended, con1plex~ and unique appears the net result 
tl1at en1erges out of their conflation . ........ 



(2 .13) If if I "n1 Napoleon then yon 're IZarl IVlrux then she's Queen \.I ictoria 
(fro111 Kac 1992: 48) 

Despite the extravagance of its texture., the sentence (2.13) can be conside­
red ""genuine,;' in the sense that it \Vas actually created b).r a speaker .. to ser­
ve a certain corn1nunicative purpose. The purpose in question is that of a 
laboratory-t)'1Je experi1nent \\lith language n1atter ~ Specifically .. (2.13) \\las 
constructed in order to test the lin1it.s of the notion of granunaticality. The 
creator of this artifact strove to n1ake it purel)r technical, i.e . ., devoid of any 
of the upragtnaticn support that could be dra\Vll tl"orn an actual speech expe­
rience .. to avoid undue influence by pragn1atics on the judg1nent of gran1-
n1aticality. rr et in this case, as every\~lhere .. the resulting speech product 
reveals n1 an'/ features alluding to conventional expressions, and together 
v.,rith the1n, pragn1atic features to \.Vhich those expressions are linked. \\that 
inunediately catches the e~/e of a linguist is that (2.13) in fact follo\\.rs an 
exa1nple b~l C~ho1nsky: ~~rhe n1an v.lho the boy \Vho the students recognized 
pointed out is a friend of tninen (Chon1sky~ 1964: 11). This intertext.ual clue 
ilnn1ediately attunes a qualified reader's perception to a certain discourse,; 
con1111unicati~le goals .. ev'en t11e anticipated subject 1natter. Ho,vever, the 
allusional fabric of a speech phenon1enon of considerable length, like this 
one, is rarely hon1ogeneous. Upon closer in~pection of (2.13) .. one can dis­
cern in it allusion al threads pointing in quite different directions. If ... , then 
refers~ of coursel to a n1ultitude of phrases establishing a causal connection 
bet\\reen t\vo clauses~ a specific subdivision of this class is that of logical or 
n1athen1atical definitions that are generically' fa1niliar to an)' speaker \\lith 
so1ne schooling. Reduplication of this device as an en1bedded if [(f .... then] 
then brings this generic association to the point of exaggeration: one can 
con cei vabl y project it into a 1 ogi cal or n1 athern atical disquisition of extren1 e 
strictt1ess. On the other hand~ the expressions ij'J'n1 [_.\1 then .l'Ou ,'re [JJ~ or 
if f ''111 [. .. 41 the11 he / sJ1e ,'s [l] bring to rnind situations of jocular friendly 
exchange tl1at invite extravagant )'et. in fact quite predictable !1npro·visat.i­
ons. TJlho do .vou think .vou are, 1\Tapoleo11? / Karl 1\.farx? I Queen V'ictoria? 
- \llithin a certain type of conversation, these and si1nilar expressions are at 
every·one "s disposal. fvfany have heard one st.or)' or another of the follo,ving 
generic pattern: sorneone tries to get coveted theater tickets or a restaurant 
reservation by phone, clain1ing that he / she is a f an1 ous per son. The prota­
gonist of tl1e storyT 1nay sa)r, for exan1ple, 1·~111 BaPbara. S1treisaud~ to 'vhich 
the person on the other end of the line responds: Y'eah? - and !;1JJ Queen 
V"ictoria1 Or one can recall a scene fron1 Ivtichelangelo i\ntonioni' s filn1 .._ .. 

Zabriski Point: protesting students are atTested on the UCLA carnpus: to a 



police officer's question: l?our na111e? - one of the students responds: Karl 
1\.Jar:r: the officer diligently types on his report: .A1ar.Y~ c~arl. These pritnary 
blocks of conversation can easil~y be expanded, \Vith the help of another 
read)l-n1ade forn1ula, into pseudo-scholastic propositions such as If J-·,,, 
1\lapoleon then ~vou -·re Karl 1\fa1:Y., or If ]'111 1-~ .. lapoleon then she ·'s Queen 
fl'i ct o ria~ 

Together. ren1iniscences of these or silnilar linguistic trivia build in the "-· .. _,,. 

n1ind the distinct the1natic and st)Ilistic landscape out of \Vhich (2 J 3) en1er-
ged - contrary to the aura of laboratory sterilit)r it strives to project. One 
can sense the at1nosphere of an i\1nerican can1pus, ';vith a \\lhiff of the 
1960s 1n it: a co111pany of young 111en and \Von1en jokingly· throvving at each 
other fan1ous na1nes thaC for ail their apparent extravagance. tun1 out to be 
quite close to the surface of their 1nen1ories (all of t.hen1 being ti·esh fron1 a 
course on"~\\' estern Civ" or the like}, and tossing the1n together \Vi th bits of 
scholastic jargon, occasionally st.retched to the point of parody. Son1eone 
says: If J·;1n Karl 1\lar.Y then she ·~s Queen i'~ictoria: another n1akes the re­
joinder: 1\lo., 11-·s like this -If if ]·'111. 1\rapoJeon then .vou 're Karl 1\.fttr.-r THEN 
she Js ()uee11 f-7fctoria . ..__ .. 

Such is the allusional environ1nent tl1at en1erges on tl1e background of 
(2.13)~ \\rhether its creator \\ranted it or not.~ 7 In ~-the final analysTs, (2.13), 
\~lith its ostensibly severe fonnalisn1, sounds not unlike a r-v1onty Python 
sketch. L ike,vise~ the allusional texture of ex ainpl es favored b).r the genera­
t.i on of structural linguists of the 1930-40s, such as Sapir~s (1921) inunortal 
duckling killed bv the fa11ner. or John hit Bill vs. Bill hit John in ('\r ells 

'- ... 

194 7). revealed, \llith equal poignanc).r, the experiential landscape of pre-
1960s suburban i\J11erican life.5

s 

\\Te no\v confront another universal property of ren1e1nbered expressi­
ons, nan1el~l, the fact that each of then1 is charged '\Vith a certain connuuni­
catire potential. It has beco1ne an axiotn of tl1e usage-oriented tnodel that 
any gi·ven utterance .. ~is produced and underst.ood \Vith respect to a presup­
posed contexr·, (Langacker 200 I~ 143). But the san1e principle applies to 
re1nen1bered pieces of language n1aterial as \Veil. i\. fan1iliar expression is 
fa1nil iar to us precise! y because \~le have dealt \Vitl1 it in certain conun uni­
cati,re situations in the past. \\le can fail to re1ne1nber the concrete situation 
or situations out of lvhich it has been dra\\rn: in fact. in n1ost cases '"e do 
not retain such individualized 1ne1nories. '\rhat \Ve always retain, ho\,lever, 
is a generic perception of a con1111unicative situation out of \Vhich this par­
t.i cular expression n1ay have corn e. 

For a speaker v~rho recognizes it a recalled expression is n1ore than n1e­
rel y a prefabricated con1binati on of \\lords. It evokes, Vlith the srun e unre-



flective in1n1ediacy vtrith which the speaker recognizes its shape, a gli1npse 
of a \Vhole situation to \:..rhich it is tied. Its generic paran1eters n1ay include 
the character of the co1rversing parties~ the genre and general tone of the 
discourse, potential topics to be raised~ even son1e typical attributes of the 
physical environn1ent .~~ i\ single itern of speech drav~·rn fron1 previous expe­
rience is capable of creating around itself a \Vhole 1nental laudscape into 
\\lhich it can be naturaily acco1nn1odated. This ineans that such a piece in 
fact never ren1ains ~~single.'~ ... A.try fan1iliar tu111 of speech evokes a 1nultitude 
of other turns of speech associated \~lith the san1e or a sin1ilar generic situa­
tion~ one expression draws '~'ith it a host of others. 

This is \Vh)l atten1pts to treat language as a neutral n1atter, subject to ab­
stract experitnentation, are essentially futile. Language is not a n1ute object, 
to be interpreted b)l a detached observer~ like a bacteria culture or particles 
in a S)lllchrotron (except, that even there the presence of the observer af­
fects the state of the observed object). \'lhether he \\lOUld ackr10\\rledge it or 
not an observer of language can never detach hin1self fro111 his objecc be­
cause it is in1possible to extricate oneself tl-0111 ren1en1brances st.enuning 
f)·on1 one's life in language. 'Vhatever such an observer atten1pts to do \\rith 
language, in the \Vay of selecting and recon1bining its rnateriaL language 
\Vill ahvays talk back1 evoking a chain react.ion of recollections and allusi­
ons in response. Neither an ordinary· speaker 'vhen he uses language n1ate­
rial in order to create a n1essage1 nor a linguist. \Vhen he uses tl1e san1e 111ate-.._.. ""-'•" 

rial in order to test or illustrate a theoretical point. are exernpt fi:orn the 
n1nen1onic environn1ent that arises involuntarily and inexorably every tirne 
the)l touch their language experience. 

The allusional auras of tu111s of speech of different provenances .. vvhen 
ineeting together tn an utterance .. clash and reverberate \~lith each other, .._." ..__". 

co1nplicating the connection bet\~leen the .. ~signifier'' and the ""signified'' in 
each of then1 .. A.s a result, the road fron1 the speaker's intention to its reali­
zation in language turns out never to be straight and fully predictable. It is 
\vrought vtrith allusional synapses that can enrich the intended 1nessage1 or 
\Vreck it, or both. 

I hope that these cursory exan1ples sutll.ce as a previe\v of \\'hat is going to 
be the rnain thesis of this book: nan1el~l, that speaking can be vie\ved as a 
ceaseless interplay betv~reen fa1niliar expressions~ \\lhich are stored in spea­
kers~ 111en1ory, and their current con1n1unicative tasks. Quotations fron1 and 
allusions to our previous language experience penneate all our dealings 
\Vith language. i\ll)l expression, \Vhether created or received, presents itself 
as a collage of n1ore or less recognizable pieces of language 1naterial. To-



gether .. all these recollections .. associations, and anticipations constitute the 
fluid allusion al environn1ent of ever'' co1nn1unication. Not a single 1no1nent 

F ..._. 

in our linguistic life passes \Vithout our being able to recognize in it - or 
rather, being unable to avoid recognizing - son1e allusions that appeal to 
our n1e1nory of past speech experiences. Such allusions can be transparent 
or vague,. straightfor\\rard or paradoxical. '_{et de~pit.e their often nebulous 
and elusive nature - or perhaps because of it - 1nt.ertextual allusions in 
speech constitute not n1erely an in1portant but an absolutely i1tescapa.ble 
aspect of our kt10\\dedge of and dealing ~"ith language. There is nothing in 
\Vhat \Ve 111ight conceivably produce or receive in speech, I 111ean absolute~v 
nothing, in \Vhich \Ve could not discern son1e fan1iliar shapes, ho\vever 
transfo11ned, en1erging fron1 our past life in and \Vith language. 

Pervasi,reness in speech of \Vord con1binations, or '"'collocations,~ .. dra\vn 
tz·on1 previous speech experiences ("~pri1n ed'~ in that experience, to use the 
author's te11n) .. has been en1phasized in a gro,,ring nu111ber of corpus lingui­
stics studies, initiated by John !\-1, Sinclair (1991 )~ (a farther-reaching ge­
nealogy of the approach points to John R. Firth~ cf. Firth 1968) .. A.ccording 
to (Hoey' 2005: 5), '', .. at least son1e sentences (and this puts it cautiously) 
are n1ade up of interlocking collocations such tl1at they could be said to 
reproduce .. albeit \\ .. ith i1nportant variations .. stretches of earlier sentences.n 
The pheno1nenon as such \\ras, of course, kt10\vn in linguistics long ago. 
\\'hat has been highlighted .. and to son1e extent docun1ent.ed in recent stu-

.._~. .._ .. 

dies is the scale of its presence in speech, \Vhich is such as to suggest a 
possibiht~y of revising son1e fundan1ental pre1nises about the nature of lin­
guistic cotnpetence of sveakers. 

I prefer the sen1iotic tern1 "~intertextuality" to that of collocation .. since it 
en1phasizes not n1ereiy the etnpirical fact of t.)1Jical co-occurences of cer­
tain \Vords in discourse~ 'vhich suggests their ren1iniscent nature~ but t11e 
consequence of such re1niniscences for the n1eaning of utterances, the \VffY 
it is built b~l the speaker and interpreted b)l the addressee. E1npirical obser­
vations of the intertextual fabric of speech., ho\\"ever hnportant for legitin1i­
zing the issue, are not sufficient for establishing this phenon1enon \.Vitl1in 
tl1e general fran1e\vork of theoretical linguistics. \\'hat is needed is an outli-._. .._, 

ne of the H lexicon" of prefabricated expressions stored in speakers' 111en10-
ry~ an anal)lSis of their ""sen1antics,'' i.e., of the nature of their n1eaning as 
pri1nary language signs: and a stud)r of their ~·sy11tax,'" i.e., of the devices b~l 
'Alhich read)l-Hiade expressions can be put together in speech. These are the 
tasks the subsequent chapters \\lill atten1pt to attend t.o, or at least to 
approach 


