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The Heresy of Paraphrase 
From Aristotle forward, there has been widespread agreement that attempts to 

paraphrase or translate a poem into prose or even into another poem must fail in ways 
that parallel attempts at paraphrasing and translating prose do not. The 20th century New 
Criticism of Cleanth Brooks, Robert Penn Warren, Murray Krieger, William Wimsatt & 
Monroe Beardsley, and even of their ‘guiding spirit’ T.S. Elliot and their ‘trail blazer’ 
I.A. Richards went so far as to champion a Heresy of Paraphrase thesis as a defining 
element that safeguarded the humanities from the charge and threat of irrelevance or 
nonsense brought on by the logical positivist movement: no poem can be paraphrased 
into any other idiom, and thus, the meaning of any poem is not articulable in another 
idiom.  

T.S. Elliot was once asked for the meaning of the line 'Lady, three white leopards 
sat under a juniper tree in the cool of the day...' from his ‘conversion poem’ Ash 
Wednesday (1930).  He responded that "It means 'Lady, three white leopards sat under a 
juniper tree in the cool of the day’’ – his intended implication being that poetic 
paraphrase is impossible; the best we can ever produce is a repetition.   
Paraphrase 
 The data rather convincingly back him up: It’s hard even to imagine a paraphrase 
into another idiom of e. e. cummings’ poem Buffalo Bill (1923).  Cummings intended the 
poem to be read in a single breath – where you would literally run out of wind on its last 
word ‘death’. 

Buffalo Bill (1923) 

Buffalo Bill 's  
defunct  
             who used to  
             ride a watersmooth-silver  
                                                         stallion  
and break onetwothreefourfive pigeonsjustlikethat  
 
                                                                                Jesus  
he was a handsome man  
                                       and what i want to know is  
how do you like your blueeyed boy  
Mister Death  
 
This poem can obviously be glossed and interpreted; its insights mined and discussed; but 
short of repetition how would a paraphrase proceed?  Why should that be so? Why do 
Cummings’ punctuational innovations, typographic style – with words, parts of words, 
and punctuation symbols scattered across the page succeed in conveying a particularized 
message that can only be repeated – to concur with T.S. Elliot – but can’t be 
paraphrased?  
 e.e. cummings is a paradigm example of how the visual presentation of a poem 
(in some distinctive aspects) impacts on message or import.  Edgar Allen Poe’s (1848) 
poem Bells, on the other hand, is a paradigm of how vocalization (in distinctive respects) 
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impacts on its message.  It is a heavily onomatopoeic poem. It is perhaps best known for 
the diacopic repetition of the word "bells." 

These and various other data we’ll take up in the discussion lend support to 
Cleanth Brooks’ caveat “not to split the poem between its ‘form’ and its ‘content’” (The 
Well Wrought Urn, 201) – which he sums up with: “to refer the structure of the poem to 
what is finally a paraphrase of the poem is to refer it to something outside the poem” 
(201).  Or, in Urban’s words (Language and Reality – quoted in Brooks (199)) “[in 
poetry] form and content, or content and medium, are inseparable”. 

Were poetic paraphrase or translation impossible, it would seem to follow that 
form can shape content – that what a word means in poem is a function of how that word 
is presented to us.  To quote Brooks, ‘the poet, within limits, has to make up his language 
as he goes’ (9).  From this perspective, it would seem that the poet’s ideas, concepts and 
thoughts are ineluctable in prose; and, even in another poem. 

According to the Heresy of Paraphrase Thesis, an (unambiguous) word might 
mean one thing in a physics article or on a laundry list, and something else in a poem; 
even across poems its meaning might shift.  Sacrificing the idea that what an 
(unambiguous) word means, it means everywhere it occurs will not sit well with many 
philosophers, linguists and cognitive scientists, including me.  It involves what a number 
of us have dubbed a loss of semantic innocence – the label inspired by a comment of 
Donald Davidson’s: 

Since Frege, philosophers have become hardened to the idea that content 
sentences in talk about propositional attitudes may strangely refer to such entities 
as intensions, propositions, sentences, utterances, and inscriptions ... If we could 
but recover our pre-Fregean semantic innocence, I think it would be plainly 
incredible that the words 'the earth moves uttered after the words Galileo said that' 
mean anything different, or refer to anything else, than is their wont when they 
come in other environments. (Davidson, 1968)  

 
Davidson’s intuition is that, except for idioms and the like, the "meaning" of complex 
expressions "depends on" the meaning of its parts and the "way" the complex is 
assembled. But, according to the Heresy of Paraphrase thesis, it is claimed that what the 
words of a poem mean are contingent upon their location in that poem.  

This skeptical thesis seems vulnerable to a direct and simple refutation.  

The Simple Refutation: Suppose someone utters sentence S in a poem.  If S is 
meaningful, it expresses a thought or an idea or a proposition or whatever – call 
whatever it expresses p.  Why couldn’t another sentence S’ be arbitrarily 
introduced to express p, regardless of whether it occurs in a poem or in a patch of 
prose?  

The Poet’s Retreats 

Of course, the free variables in this discussion are poetry and translation and 
paraphrase and so the non-paraphrasability theses might become more or less interesting 
contingent on how wide or narrow we cast these practices.  Given the vast variety of 
poetic translation, it would seem to be in vain to locate any essential feature of poems – 
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other than perhaps what the form American Robert Pinksy once said: ‘poetry is what a 
bookstore puts in the section of that name’.  

On Paraphrase and Translation: I don’t think much hangs on these notions either. 
Everyone, for example, agrees that whatever paraphrasing a poem is, it requires telling a 
reader at least part of what the poem is about; but whatever a poem is about – no matter 
how broadly or loosely we construe this notion – will either exceed what’s determined by 
the meanings of its expressions and the ways in which these compose or it will not.  
Granted that usually, when someone tries to say what a poem is about he does not feel 
constrained to invoke only the meanings of its words but also historical, sociological or 
psychological concerns matter as well.  But even if we cast the scope of paraphrase this 
widely, the described procedure for re-expression suggested by the simple refutation 
(above) can be stretched accordingly to accommodate a paraphrase. The point being that 
whatever a poem is about – and however that is determined – novel linguistic items can 
be introduced to express it, regardless of their form.  The same point of course extends to 
translation.  

One strategy for trying to rebuff the simple refutation would be to change the 
topic from one of paraphrase or translation per se to something vague, say, about the 
aesthetic or emotive or imagistic quality poems.  And indeed when the translators and 
poets and critics speak of how the ‘feel’ or the ‘music’ (Seamus Heaney) or the ‘tone’ or 
the ‘voice’ or the ‘beauty’ of the poem resists paraphrase or translation they are 
suggesting that they have something other than meaning and semantics in mind.  But to 
be told that something non-contentful, non-propositional, non-interpretive resists 
paraphrase or translation is neither surprising nor very interesting.  More importantly, the 
comments of the New Critics on paraphrase as well as those of followers clearly convey a 
strong claim about the semantics of poetry, not a weak one about the poetic aesthetics or 
the psychology of poetry reading.   

So, then, what’s wrong if anything with the simple refutation? To begin with, it 
rings hollow; the described procedure for paraphrasing or translating poetry seems to 
miss the point of the original charge. Acknowledging this skepticism has led me into a 
sort of philosophical crisis – I have philosophical commitments that do not jibe with my 
intuitions about the brute intuitions about paraphrase and translation.  In my presentation, 
I will reconcile intuition with theory; I will show why the simple refutation fails, and so, 
in effect, I will be defending the Heresy of Paraphrase, but I will do so in a way that 
avoids the loss of semantic innocence and compositionality; and thus, that avoids the 
claim that form can shape meaning.   

 


