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No matter what Martin Luther King dreamed of the night
before he delivered his famous and influential “I Have a Dream”
speech, his dreams did come true afterwards, as more and more
people were moved by his outcry for liberty and equality. This
much-quoted speech is often considered one of the greatest speeches
in history, and today King’s words about dreams are still ringing in
the ears of many.

Dreams are timeless and know no boundaries. For many
years, thousands of people from around the world were attracted
to start a new life in the land where King gave his speech by one
single idea — the American Dream — the dream of freedom and
equality. A notion of the American Dream, a phrase coined by
American historian James Truslow Adams in his book The Epic of
America, was and is the faith held by many in the States, especially
early European settlers. Itis a faith that promises wealth and success
through hard work and determination.

A dream is not just a series of episodes or events that you
experience while asleep. The word also occurs in our everyday
communication in the form of idioms. From time to time, you
may hear people say “The plan worked /ike a dream” or “Everything
went like a dream”. If you do something like a dream, you do it
extremely well or very effectively. So when something happens
like a dream, it takes place smoothly and brings great success.

Something that is never in our wildest dreams might pop up
in our mind all of a sudden. In this case, we are referring to

Dreams Come True
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something that seems strange or
Maybe, for
example, the thought that we

unlikely to us.

might win a game is beyond our
wildest dreams. If we describe
an achievement or some good
news as beyond our wildest
dreams, we are emphasising that
it is better than anything we had
ever imagined or hoped for.

When a fresh graduate
tells you what his dream house,
dream car or dream job is, you
may at once know that he is talking
about ideal things that he yearns
for. In a similar vein, if you refer to
someone or something as the person or thing of your dreams, you
mean that you prefer them to all others.

Martin Luther King
addressing his audience

If two or more people are considered a dream team, they are
perfect working partners and their chemistry often brings success.
So will you feel flattered if you and your supervisor are said to
make a dream team? One day when members of the dream team
get promoted for their commendable achievements, will that be a
dream come true to you? A dream come true is something that
happens after you have wanted it to happen for a long, long time.
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Examples of intended ambiguity abound in literature. Under
the pen of literary masters, words demonstrate an astounding
capacity for suggesting two or more equally possible senses in a
given context. Take the line “And all the air a solemn stillness
holds” from English poet Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country
Churchyard. 1t is wonderfully ambiguous, capable of being
interpreted as “all the air holds a solemn stillness” (where “all the
air” is the subject) or “a solemn stillness holds all the air” (where
“a solemn stillness™ is the subject).

Understandably, ambiguity is not desirable in official
documents, especially legal writing which calls for absolute
accuracy. The possibility of varying interpretations might result in
endless discussion. In general, there are three kinds of ambiguity,
namely lexical, referential and syntactic ambiguity.

Lexical ambiguity arises when it is difficult to determine the
meaning of a particular word within a context. For example, from
the sentence “Ryan is young™ alone, it is hard to tell whether Ryan
is “inexperienced” or simply “young of age”, since both
interpretations make good sense. To find out the exact meaning,
we need to examine the text for further clues.
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Let's Make It Clear

Sometimes the use of pronouns gives rise to referential ambiguity.
Take the sentence “Rita and Phoebe collided and then she started
bleeding”. We have no idea whether it is Rita or Phoebe that got hurt,
because the pronoun “‘she’” may refer to either. To remove referential
ambiguity, simply avoid using a pronoun when the person or object
that it replaces in a sentence is not specific enough.

Syntactic ambiguity is related to the word order of a sentence.
For example, “We will discuss violence on TV” could mean two
different things. Either the discussion on violence will be conducted
on a television programme or “violence on TV” is the topic of
discussion. To avoid misunderstanding, we need to reconstruct the
sentence. Here is another example of syntactic ambiguity arising from
word order: “Michael saw Susan driving down the street”. Who was it
driving down the street? It is better to rewrite as “Michael, while driving
down the street, saw Susan” unless the intended meaning is “Michael
saw Susan, who was driving down the street”.

Unintentional ambiguity is a common
linguistic pitfall. Fortunately, it is absolutely
avoidable if we give more thought to the way of
expression and sentence structure.

Dreams are illustrations... from the book your soul is writing about you.

Marsha Norman
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A castle in the air, what is that? Is it something like the Laputa
described in Irish writer Jonathan Swift’s novel Gulliver’s Travels,
or what the Japanese director Hayao Miyazaki (=I5 %) portrays in
his animation Laputa (K% Z $#)) ? Maybe and maybe not.

A castle in the air does not refer to a castle we can see with our
eyes. Itis actually an idea or plan that is unlikely to come true or
succeed. So when we say that someone is “building castles in the
air”, we may well be commenting on his slim chance of realising his
plans. Similar to this, “a Laputan” is someone who fails to do
something down to earth and is always indulging in fantasies
or daydreaming, such as the windmill fighter Don Quixote
in Spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes’ novel. In the same
vein, “a Laputan thought” is an idea that is unlikely to
materialise. The idea of “a castle in the air’” may also be
expressed as “a castle in Spain”. This is because Spain
is thought to be a romantic place which inspires
imagination.
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“A” and “an” are known as indefinite articles. When you
were a beginner in English learning, you might have been
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instructed to put “an” in front of words that begin with “a”, “e”,
“i”, “0” or “u”, and to put “a” in front of those that begin with
any of the remaining 21 letters. But is that really the case? In the
phrase “hold 1-day seminar”, which indefinite article

would you use? “A” or “an”? The word that follows does not

begin with a letter! What indication should we look for?

To decide which of the two should be used, we must know
the governing rule first. The choice between “a” and “an”
depends not on spelling but pronunciation. It takes “a” if the
word that follows begins with a consonant sound, and it takes
“an” if the word begins with a vowel sound.

The use of “a” or “an” is not confusing at all. However,
some words may be a little bit tricky. This is because they are
spelt with an initial vowel but pronounced with a consonant

LLT3

(for example “unique”, “useful”), or conversely spelt with an

A or An?
Tiny but Tricky!

initial consonant but pronounced with a vowel (for example
“honorarium”, “hourly”). Sticking to the above rule will
prevent you from being caught in such little traps. We should

indeed say “a unique feature”, “a useful tool”, “an honorarium”
and “an hourly rate”.

Once you have mastered this simple rule, you will not
hesitate to add the indefinite article “a” before “1-day seminar”.
So by the same token, “8-week project” takes “an” and “2-
year contract” takes “a”. The same rule applies to abbreviations.
We say “there is an SEO vacancy” and “we will create a CEO
post”. For “SOLO”, it may take either “a” or “an”, depending on
the way we pronounce it. In the first case, “SOLO” is pronounced
as one word. In the second case, the letters are pronounced
separately as “S” “O” “L” “O”.

Tiny as they seem, these two indefinite articles may cause
troubles to many. However, if we bear in mind the above rule,

[Pt}

we should be able to put “a” and “an” in the right places.
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“Seeing is believing”, we often hear people say. For example,
most people will not be convinced of the visits of extraterrestrial
beings until they see with their own eyes a UFO flying across the
sky. But are our eyes really that reliable?

In the world of art, illusion is not something new. Painting,
being in itself a two-dimensional form of representation, attempts
to deceive viewers by creating a three-dimensional world on a flat
surface — and this is where perspective comes in. Perspective is the
way of representing objects as they are seen by the human eye.
Objects are scaled according to their distance from the viewer. The
sense of depth is created by following consistent geometric rules,
with objects getting smaller as they recede into the distance. Before
the technique of perspective was applied to painting, especially in
medieval art, figures were arranged according to their importance.
For example, in an altar painting, Madonna may appear the largest,
the saints a bit smaller and the worshippers the smallest.

Perspective
has been more
intricately applied
since the
Renaissance. The
Last Supper by
Leonardo da Vinci
(1452-1519) is
often cited as an example to illustrate the clever use of perspective.
In this masterpiece, the symmetrical composition was carefully
worked out to direct viewers’ attention towards Jesus Christ. The
walls on both sides recede in the distance in just the same way as
the size of the windows diminishes. When the two lines where the

walls meet the ceiling are extended, they cross and vanish just at
the centre — the position where the head of Christ is painted. It is
said that when Leonardo was preparing for his masterpiece, a hole
was driven in at the position of Christ’s temple, and strings were
tied to the nail to determine the lines that radiate from it.

Trompe [’ oeil,
a French term
meaning “trick the
eye”, is a device
that plays with
perspective in order
to create illusions.
It is widely adopted
by mural painters to

fake a three-
dimensional space on the wall. For years, the illusionary
architectural framework that Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564)
painted on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel has amazed all. The
columnar and sculptural decorations dividing the ceiling into
different spaces to accommodate various biblical stories and figures
create a sense of depth that extends far beyond that of the real
ceiling.

Don’t Believe Your Eyes/

Some artists are not,
however, satisfied with simply
representing the three-
dimensional reality on a two-
dimensional surface.
Hungarian French painter
Victor Vasarely (1908-1997),
father of Optical Art, is one
that explored the horizon of
illusion. His works contain a

mathematical element, and

experiment with forms and colours to create optical illusions.
Precision of lines and a careful choice of colours combine to produce
the magic of deception. If we stare at his works for some time, we
get confused about the foreground-background relationship and
might even feel dizzy as
the image begins to
vibrate!

Dutchman Maurits
Cornelis Escher (1898-
1972) is another artist
fascinated with illusions.
Unlike Vasarely, who
dealt with geometric
forms, he led viewers into
an illusionary world of
weird structures. He
played tricks with stairs,
columns and arches that
break the rules of
construction and are

hence impossible to build.

Illusion art is
around us. It is not
something to be admired
only in museums. When
strolling down the streets
in a European city, we
might be attracted by
artists working with
crayons or pastels on the
pavement. Sometimes
the pavement is
apparently “dented with
a deep hole”, sometimes
our way is “blocked by a
chance street user”. But

whatever it is, you will
surely be fascinated by the artists’ striking creativity and stop for a
minute or two to take a closer look.

Nothing happens unless first we dream.

Carl Sandburg
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Word Power is also uploaded to the homepage of the Civil Service Bureau (http:/www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comment or suggestion about this publication, please write to
the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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