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Though crucial for the verbocentric Western mindset, TEXT surprisingly hasn’t received due attention in metaphor studies – even though metaphors involving it as a source domain have long become a staple of present-day discourse to be found in religious and philosophical tracts, poetry, song lyrics and, recently, popular science and environmental activism. The present paper aims to fill the gap to some extent, focusing on the XVI and the first decades of the XVII century as the foundation period for the modern literary tradition, where many of the prominent image-making tendencies must have originated.

The theoretical framework for the study has been provided by George Lakoff, Mark Johnson and Mark Turner in their influential works on conceptual metaphor theory, which differentiates between two levels present within a metaphor – the linguistic and the conceptual (i.e. mental). Thus the metaphor is based on mapping between a source domain (a conceptual domain familiar to the observer) and the target domain (the domain requiring explanation), with a number of corresponding ‘slots’ filled to produce its ‘schema’ [1]. Special attention has been paid to the ways poetic metaphor may be formed: extension (introducing new slots), elaboration (filling in the existing slots in an unusual way), questioning (pointing out the limitations of conceptual metaphors) and composing (the simultaneous use of two or more conventional metaphors in an unconventional combination, producing a composite metaphor/ metaphorical composite) [2].

Four conceptual domains have been singled out so far as related to the source domain in question – namely, NATURE, FATE, HUMAN LIFE and HUMAN BEING (biological, psychological and social). However, the borderline between the domains is never clear, so that our grouping must needs be arbitrary. Therefore, the sample size is not given, as the same poem may fall into more than one category. 

During the English Renaissance conceptual metaphors involving TEXT as a source domain occur rather frequently, presumably due to the growing role of education and learning as well as the ongoing processes of language codification and standardization (making reading and writing a topical subject on the agenda). The conceptual basis of the metaphors in question was inherited from the sources available in other languages, predominantly Latin (the Bible as well as numerous Christian treatises), or transmitted in the form of a sermon. Despite their familiarity with the concept as such, Elizabethan poets had to carve out the niche for the metaphor in the evolving language, being free to choose from a wide range of linguistic means. Therefore, the absence of an established vernacular tradition could be considered a source of creativity.

The most popular Renaissance modification of the MAN IS A TEXT metaphor is based on the analogy between human body and a written (or printed) medium. The whole body, the face or separate features can be conceptualized as ‘texts’, ranging from extremely detailed to sparse and compressed. It is this variant that makes particular use of novel phenomena within the source domain, such as grammar terminology (Middleton) or alphabetical order as a way of structuring information (Marlowe). Semantically, two aspects come to the fore: the informative (the information to be extracted from the text) and the purely visual, focused on the sensually perceptible attributes of the medium such as size or design.

Next comes the representation of the inner world as a text, with a special emphasis on the aspect of correctness and, conversely, possible ‘faults’ to be found in the text, which stands either for a mental faculty like memory or conscience, or an emotion, or, alternatively, a relationship centered on such. While almost as elaborate, if less numerous, than the examples that constitute the previous group, these are less likely to retain expressivity over time, soon getting contracted to a couple of metaphorically charged elements.

The remaining two, NATURE IS A TEXT and FATE IS A TEXT, are widely spread  in the writings of most Renaissance authors (Shakespeare, Sidney, Donne, Marlowe, Middleton) [3], [4]. These variants allow a diverse range of source domains, with the image of a text mapped on the world and its parts; abstract notions connected with symbolic or moral issues (good or evil; fate); physical and psychological conditions as well as stages of human life; obvious allusions to Biblical expressions fall into this category as well.
To conclude, most metaphors employed by the XVI-century authors show an astonishing diversity. The source is often specified with regard to its content, size, tangible components; the mappings are meticulous, and the linguistic component frequently features puns or phonetic attraction, grammatically preferring an ‘of’-structure or, less frequently, possessive case. Assuming that the degree of elaboration/extension correlates with the significance of the image for the author no less than its frequency does, we may surmise that the physical dimension of a text was perceived as most promising in terms of its image-creating potential. The informative aspect comes next in prominence, revealing the contemporaries’ growing concern with the reader’s competence, as the concepts of correctness and profundity or shallowness of knowledge emerge in the source domain.
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