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Brooks’s essays, particularly those collected in The Well Wrought Urn, were at one
time, and may still be, the most widely read works of the American New Criticism. Like
Wimsatt and Beardsley’s “intentional fallacy” and “affective fallacy,” the phrase “heresy
of paraphrase,” the title of one of the essays below, became associated with the move-
ment. Brooks is heavily indebted to the work of his teacher John Crowe Ransom (above,
page 953), and his essays may be profitably compared to Ransom’s. Following Cole-
ridge, he is fond of metaphors of organicism to describe a poem. He insists that state-
ments occurring in poems cannot be treated out of the context of the whole poem, for
the total structure controls the poem’s meaning. In Irony as a Principle of Structure,
Brooks defines irony, the central term of his criticism, very broadly as the poem’s im-
plicit acknowledgment at all times of the pressure of the whole on any part of it. The
meaning, or perhaps better “being” (if we were to follow Ransom), of the poem lies in
its formal structure, not in a paraphrase abstracted from it. Brooks therefore criticizes
Ransom’s assertion that the poem has a “paraphrasable core.” His organicism leads him
to insist that the paraphrasable core is not an element of the poem but instead an in-
evitably inadequate creation of the poem’s interpreter. One of Brooks’s complaints
against Romantic and Victorian poetry is that much of it seems to insist on its most por-
tentous statements being taken out of context, as if the rest of the poem were merely a
surrounding embellishment. Perhaps the most useful analogy that Brooks draws is his
identification of the poem with drama, emphasizing (1) the difference between the
poem’s fictive speaker and the author and thus (2) the contextualization of anything said
in the poem. Brooks, himself, was a professor of drama at Yale University.

Brooks’s views were reflected in two influential textbooks by Brooks and Robert
Penn Warren, Understanding Poetry and Understanding Fiction. He also produced Un-
derstanding Drama with Robert B. Heilman. Because of these books he is usually iden-
tified as the critic most responsible for the movement of the New Ceriticism into the col-
lege classroom in the 1940s.

In addition to his collaborations with Warren and Heilman, Brooks wrote with W.
K Wimsatt Literary Criticism: A Short History (1957). His other works include Mod-
emn Poetry and the Tradition (1939), The Well Wrought Um (1947), The Hidden God
(1963), William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country (1963), A Shaping Joy (1972),
William Faulkner: Toward Yoknapatawpha and Beyond (1978), William Faulkner: First
Encounters (1983), The Language of the American South (1985), On the Prejudices,
Predilections, and Firm Beliefs of William Faulkner (1987). See Lewis P. Simpson, ed.,
The Possibilities of Order: Cleanth Brooks and His Work (1976); Mark Royden
Winchell, Cleanth Brooks and the Rise of Modemn Criticism (1996).
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The Heresy of Paraphrase

The ten poems that have been discussed! were not selected
because they happened to express a coommon theme or to
display some particular style or to share a special set of
symbols. It has proved, as a matter of fact, somewhat sur-
prising to see how many items they do have in common: the
light symbolism as nsed in L’Allegro—I! Penseroso and in
the Intimations ode, for example; or, death as a sexual
metaphor in The Canonization and in The Rape of the Lock;
or the similarity of problem and theme in the Intimations
v and Among School Children.

vn reflection, however, it would probably warrant
mo-2 surprise if these ten poems did not have much in com-
mc .. For they are all poems which most of us will feel are
close :o the central stream of the tradition. Indeed, if there is
any doubt on this point, it will have to do with only the first
and last members of the series [Donne’s The Canonization,
and Yeats’s Among School Children]—poems whose rela-
tion to the tradition I shall, for reasons to be given a little
later, be glad to waive. The others, it will be granted, are
surely in the mainstream of the tradition.

As a matter of fact, a number of the poems discussed in
this book were not chosen by me but were chosen for me.
But having written on these, I found that by adding a few
poems I could construct a chronological series which
(though it makes no pretension to being exhaustive of peri-
ods or types) would not leave seriously unrepresented any
important period since Shakespeare. In filling the gaps I
tried to select poems which had been held in favor in their
own day and which most critics still admire. There were, for
example, to be no “metaphysical” poems beyond the first
exhibit and no “modern” ones other than the last. But the in-
tervening poems were to be read as one has learned to read
Donne and the modems. One was to attempt to see, in terms
of this approach, what the masterpieces had in common
rather than to see how the poems of different historical peri-
ods differed—and in particular to see whether they had any-

The Heresy of Paraphrase is the last chapter of The Well Wrought Urn. It is
reprinted from The Well Wrought Urn (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1947).
'John Donne (1572-1631), The Canonization; William Shakespeare
(1564-1616), Macbeth; John Milton (1608-1674), L’Allegro and I
Penseroso; Robert Herrick (1591-1674), Corinna’s Going a-Maying;
Alexander Pope (1688-1744), The Rape of the Lock; Thomas Gray
(1716-1771), Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard; William
Wordsworth (1770-1850), Ode: Intimations of Immortality from
Recollections of Early Childhood; John Keats (1795-1821), Ode on a
Grecian Urn; Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-1892), Tears, Idle Tears;
William Butler Yeats (1865-1939), Among School Children. Brooks
deliberately picked poems from different periods of English literature to
show that his approach was not limited to the Metaphysical Poets of the
seventeenth century and the twentieth-century poets.

thing in common with the “metaphysicals” and with the
moderns.

The reader will by this time have made up his mind as
to whether the readings are adequate. (I use the word ad-
visedly, for the readings do not pretend to be exhaustive,
and certainly it is highly unlikely that they are not in error
in one detail or another.) If the reader feels that they are se-
riously inadequate, then the case has been judged; for the
generalizations that follow will be thoroughly vitiated by
the inept handling of the particular cases on which they
depend. .

If, however, the reader does feel them to be adequate,
it ought to be readily apparent that the common goodness
which the poems share will have to be stated, not in tgrms
of content or subject matter in the usual sense in which we
use these terms, but rather in terms of structure. The “con-
tent” of the poems is various, and if we attempt to find one
quality of content which is shared by all the poems—a “po-
etic” subject matter or diction or imagery—we shall find
that we have merely confused the issues. For what is it to be
poetic? Is the schoolroom of Yeats’s poem poetic or unpo-
etic? Is Shakespeare’s “new-borne babe / Striding the blast”
poetic whereas the idiot of his “Life is a tale tolde by an id-
iot” is unpoetic? If Herrick’s “budding boy or girl” is poetic,
then why is not that monstrosity of the newspaper’s society
page, the “society bud,” poetic too?

To say this is not, of course, to say that all materials
have precisely the same potentialities (as if the various pig-
ments on the palette had the same potentialities, any one of
them suiting the given picture as well as another). But what
has been said, on the other hand, requires to be said: for, if
we are to proceed at all, we must draw a sharp distinction
between the attractiveness or beauty of any particular item
taken as such and the “beauty” of the poem considered as a
whole. The latter is the effect of a total pattern, and of a kind
of pattern which can incorporate within itself items intrinsi-
cally beautiful or ugly, attractive or repulsive. Unless one
asserts the primacy of the pattern, a poem becomes merely a
bouquet of intrinsically beautiful items.

But though it is in terms of structure that we must de-
scribe poetry, the term structure is certainly not altogether
satisfactory as a term. One means by it something far more
internal than the metrical pattern, say, or than the sequence
of images. The structure meant is certainly not form in the
conventional sense in which we think of form as a kind of
envelope which “contains” the “content.” The structure ob-
viously is everywhere conditioned by the nature of the ma-
terial which goes into the poem. The nature of the material
sets the problem to be solved, and the solution is the order-
ing of the material.



Pope’s Rape of the Lock will illustrate: the structure is
notthe heroic couplet as such, or the canto arrangement; for,
important as is Pope’s use of the couplet as one means by
which he secures the total effect, the heroic couplet can be
used—has been used many times—as an instrument in se-
curing very different effects. The structure of the poem, fur-
thermore, is not that of the mock-epic convention, though
here, since the term mock-epic has implications of attitude,
we approach a little nearer to the kind of structure of which
we speak.

The structure meant is a structure of meanings, evalua-
tions, and interpretations; and the principle of unity which
informs it seems to be one of balancing and harmonizing
connotations, attitudes, and meanings.2 But even here one
needs to make important qualifications: the principle is not
one which involves the arrangement of the various elements
into homogeneous groupings, pairing like with like. It unites
the like with the unlike. It does not unite them, however, by
the simple process of allowing one connotation to cancel out
another nor does it reduce the contradictory attitudes to har-
mony by a process of subtraction. The unity is not a unity of
the sort to be achieved by the reduction and simplification
appropriate to an algebraic formula. It is & positive unity, not
a negative; it represents not a residue but an achieved har-
mony.

The attempt to deal with a structure such as this may
account for the frequent occurrence in the preceding chap-
ters of such terms as ambiguity, paradox, complex of atti-
tudes, and—most frequent of all, and perhaps most annoy-
ing to the reader—irony. I hasten to add that I hold no brief
for these terms as such. Perhaps they are inadequate. Per-
haps they are misleading. It is to be hoped in that case that
we can eventually improve upon them. But adequate
terms—whatever those terms may turn out to be—will cer-
tainly have to be terms which do justice to the special kind
of structure which seems to emerge as the common structure
of poems so diverse on other counts as are The Rape of the
Lock and Tears, Idle Tears.

The conventional terms are much worse than inade-
quate: they are positively misleading in their implication that
the poem constitutes a “statement” of some sort, the state-
ment being true or false, and expressed more or less clearly
or eloquently or beautifully; for it is from this formula that
most of the common heresies about poetry derive. The for-
mula begins by introducing a dualism which thenceforward
is rarely overcome, and which at best can be overcome only
by the most elaborate and clumsy qualifications. Where it is
not overcome, it leaves the critic lodged upon one or the other

The remark is similar to that of Coleridge (above, page 508).
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of the horns of a dilemma: the critic is forced to judge the
poem by its political or scientific or philosophical truth; or, he
is forced to judge the poem by its form as conceived exter-
nally and detached from human experience. Mr. Alfred
Kazin,? for example, to take an instance from a recent and
popular book, accuses the “new formalists”—his choice of
that epithet is revealing—of accepting the latter horn of the
dilemma because he notices that they have refused the for-
mer. In other words, since they refuse to rank poems by their
messages, he assumes that they are compelled to rank them
by their formal embellishments.

The omnipresence of this dilemma, a false dilemma, I
believe, will also account for the fact that so much has been
made in the preceding chapters of the resistance which any
good poem sets up against all attémpts to paraphrase it. The
point is surely not that we cannot describe adequately
enough for many purposes what the poem in general is
“about” and what the general effect of the poem is: The
Rape of the Lock is about the foibles of an eighteenth-
century belle. The effect of Corinna’s Going a-Maying is one
of gaiety tempered by the poignance of the fleetingness of
youth. We can very properly use paraphrases as pointers and
as shorthand references provided that we know what we are
doing. But it is highly important that we know what we are
doing and that we see plainly that paraphrase is not the real
core of meaning which constitutes the essence of the poem.

For the imagery and the rhythm are not merely the in-
struments by which this fancied core-of-meaning-which can-
be-expressed-in-a-paraphrase is directly rendered. Even in
the simplest poem their mediation is not positive and direct.
Indeed, whatever statement we may seize upon as incorporat-
ing the “meaning” of the poem, immediately the imagery and
the rhythm seem to set up tensions with it, warping and twist-
ing it, qualifying and revising it. This is true of Wordsworth’s
Ode no less than of Donne’s Canonization. To illustrate: if we
say that the Ode celebrates the spontaneous “naturalness” of
the child, there is the poem itself to indicate that nature has a
more sinister aspect—that the process by which the poetic
lamb becomes the dirty old sheep or the child racing over the
meadows becomes the balding philosopher is a process that
is thoroughly “natural.” Or, if we say that the thesis of the
Ode is that the child brings into the natural world a supernat-
ural glory which acquaintance with the world eventually and
inevitably quenches in the light of common day, there is the
last stanza and the drastic qualifications which it asserts: it is
significant that the thoughts that lie too deep for tears are
mentioned in this sunset stanza of the Ode and that they are
thoughts, not of the child, but of the man.

3 Alfred Kazin (1915-2001), American critic.
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We have precisely the same problem if we make our
example The Rape of the Lock. Does the poet assert that Be-
linda is a goddess? Or does he say that she is brainless chit?
Whichever alternative we take, there are elaborate qualifica-
tions to be made. Moreover, if the simple propositions of -
fered seem in their forthright simplicity to make too easy
the victory of the poem over any possible statement of its
meaning, then let the reader try to formulate a proposition
that will say what the poem “says.” As his proposition ap-
proaches adequacy, he will find, not only that it has in-
creased greatly in length, but that it has begun to fill itself
up with reservations and qualifications—and most signifi-
cant of all—the formulator will find that he has himself be-
gun to fall back upon metaphors of his own in his attempt to
indicate what the poem “says.” In sum, his proposition, as it
approaches adequacy, ceases to be a proposition.

Consider one more case, Corinna’s Going a-Maying.
Is the doctrine preached to Corinna throughout the first four
stanzas true? Or is it damnably false? Or is it a “harmless
folly”? Here perhaps we shall be tempted to take the last op-
tion as the saving mean—what the poem really says—and
my account of the poem at the end of the third chapter is
perhaps susceptible of this interpretation—or misinterpreta-
tion. If so, it is high time to clear the matter up. For we mis-
take matters grossly if we take the poem to be playing with
opposed extremes, only to point the golden mean in a doc-
trine which, at the end, will correct the falsehood of ex-
wremes. The reconcilement of opposites* which the poet
characteristically makes is not that of a prudent splitting of
the difference between antithetical overemphases.

It is not so in Wordsworth’s poem nor in Keats’s nor in
Pope’s. It is not so even in this poem of Herrick’s. For
though the poem reflects, if we read it carefully, the primacy
of the Christian mores, the pressure exerted throughout the
poem is upon the pagan appeal; and the poem ends, signifi-
cantly, with a reiteration of the appeal to Corinna to go a-
Maying, an appeal which, if qualified by the Christian view,
still, in a sense, has been deepened and made more urgent
by that very qualification. The imagery of loss and decay, it
must be remembered, comes in this last stanza after the ad-
mission that the May-Day rites are not a real religion but a
“harmless folly.”

If we are to get all these qualifications into our formu-
lation of what the poem says—and they are relevant—
then, our formulation of the “statement” made by
Herrick’s poem will turn out to be quite as difficult as that
of Pope’s mock-epic. The truth of the matter is that all

“Coleridge (above, page 508).

such formulations lead away from the center of the
poem—not toward it; that the prose-sense” of the poem is
not a rack on which the stuff of the poem is hung; that it
does not represent the “inner” structure or the “essential”
structure or the “real” structure of the poem. We may
use—and in many connections must use—such formula-
tions as more or less convenient ways of referring to parts
of the poem. But such formulations are scaffoldings which
we may properly for certain purposes throw about the
building. We must not mistake them for the internal and
essential structure of the building itself.

Indeed, one may sum up by saying that most of the dis-
tempers of criticism come about from yielding to the temp--
tation to take certain remarks which we make about. the
poem—statements about what it says or about what truth it
gives or about what formulations it illustrates—for the es-
sential core of the poem itself. As W. M. Urban’ puts it in
his Language and Reality:

The general principle of the inseparability of intu-
ition and expression holds with special force for
the aesthetic intuition. Here it means that form
and content, or content and medium, are insepara-
ble. The artist does not first intuit his object and
then find the appropriate medium. It is rather in
and through his medium that he intuits the object.

So much for the process of composition. As for the critical
process: “To pass from the intuitible to the nonintuitible is
to negate the function and meaning of the symbol.” For it “is
precisely because the more universal and ideal relations
cannot be adequately expressed directly that they are indi-
rectly expressed by means of the more intuitible.” The most
obvious examples of such error (and for that reason those
which are really least dangerous) are those theories which
frankly treat the poem as propaganda. The most subtle (and
the most stubbornly rooted in the ambiguities of language)
are those which, beginning with the “paraphrasable” ele-
ments of the poem, refer the other elements of the poem fi-
nally to some role subordinate to the paraphrasable ele-
ments. (The relation between all the elements must surely
be an organic one—there can be no question about that.
There is, however, a very serious question as to whether the
paraphrasable elements have primacy.)

Mr. Winters’S position will furnish perhaps the most re-
spectable example of the paraphrastic heresy. He assigns

SW. M. Urban (1873-1952), American philosopher.
$Yvor Winters (1900-1968), American critic.



primacy to the “rational meaning” of the poem. “The rela-

tionship, in the poem, between rational statement and feel-
. ing,” he remarks in his latest book, “is thus seen to be that

of motive to emotion.” He goes on to illustrate his point by

a brief and excellent analysis of the following lines from

Browning: “So wore night; the East was gray, / White the

broadfaced hemlock flowers. . . .7

“The verb wore,” he continues,

means literally that the night passed, but it carries
with it connotations of exhaustion and attrition
which belong to the condition of the protagonist;
and grayness is a color which we associate with
such a condition. If we change the phrase to read:
“Thus night passed,” we shall have the same ratio-
nal meaning, and a meter quite as respectable, but
no trace of the power of the line: the connotation
of wore will be lost, and the connotation of gray
.will remain in a state of ineffective potentiality.

But the word wore does not mean literally “that the
night passed,” it means literally “that the night wore”—
whatever wore may mean, and as Winters’ own admirable
analysis indicates, wore “means,” whether rationally or ir-
rationally, a great deal. Furthermore, “So wore night” and
“Thus night passed” can be said to have “the same rational
meaning” only if we equate rational meaning with the
meaning of a loose paraphrase. And can a loose paraphrase
be said to be the “motive to emotion”? Can it be said to
“generate” the feelings in question? (Or, would Mr. Win-
ters not have us equate rational statement and rational
meaning ?)

Much more is at stake here than any quibble. In view
of the store which Winters sets by rationality and of his
penchant for poems which make their evaluations overtly,
and in view of his frequent blindness to those poems

~-which do not—in view of these considerations, it is impor-
tant to see what “So wore night” and “Thus night passed”
have in common as their “rational meaning” is not the “ra-
tional meaning” of each but the lowest common denomi-
nator of both. 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.

To repeat, most of our difficulties in criticism are
rooted in the heresy of paraphrase. If we allow ourselves to
be misled by it, we distort the relation of the poem to its
“truth,” we raise the problem of belief in a vicious and crip-

TRobert Browning (1812-1889), English poet, A Serenade in a Villa, 21-22.
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pling form, we split the poem between its “form” and its
“content”—we bring the statement to be conveyed into an
unreal competition with science or philosophy or theology.
In short, we put our questions about the poem in a form cal-
culated to produce the battles of the last twenty-five years
over the “use of poetry.”

If we allow ourselves to be misled by the heresy of
paraphrase, we run the risk of doing even more violence to
the internal order of the poem itself. By taking the para-
phrase as our point of stance, we misconceive the function
of metaphor and meter. We: demand logical coherences
where they are'sometimes irrelevant, and we fail frequently
to see imaginative coherences on levels where they are
highly relevant.

But what would be a positive theory? We tend to em-
brace the doctrine of a logical structure the more readily
because, to many of us, the failure to do so seems to leave
the meaning of the poem hopelessly up in the air. The al-
ternative position will appear to us to lack even the relative
stability of an Ivory Tower: it is rather commitment to a
free balloon. For, to deny the possibility of pinning down
what the poem “says” to some “statement” will seem to as-
sert that the poem really says nothing. And to point out
what has been suggested in earlier chapters and brought to
a head in this one, namely, that one can never measure a
poem against the scientific or philosophical yardstick for
the reason that the poem, when laid along the yardstick, is
never the “full poem” but an abstraction from the poem—
such an argument will seem to such readers a piece of bar-
ren logic-chopping—a transparent dodge.

Considerations of strategy then, if nothing more, dic-
tate some positive account of what a poem is and does. And
some positive account can be given, though I cannot
promise to do more than suggest what a poem is, nor will
my terms turn out to be anything more than metaphors.’

The essential structure of a poem (as distinguished
from the rational or logical structure of the “statement”
which we abstract from it) resembles that of architecture or

8 (Brooks] I do not, of course, intend to minimize the fact that some of these
battles have been highly profitable, or to imply that the foregoing para-
graphs could have been written except for the illuminasions shed by the dis-
cussions of the last twenty-five years.

%{Brooks] For those who cannot be content with metaphors (or with the
particular metaphors which I can give) I recommend Rene Wellek's
excellent “The Mode of Existence of a Work of Art,” The Southern Review
(Spring 1942). I shall not try to reproduce here as a handy, thumbnail
definition his account of a poem as “a stratified system of norms,” for the
definition would be relatively meaningless without the further definitions
which he assigns to the individual terms which he uses. I have made no
special use of his terms in this chapter, but I believe that the generalizations
about poetry outlined here can be thoroughly accommodated to the position
which his essay sets forth.
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painting: it is a pattern of resolved stresses. Or, to move
closer still to poetry by considering the temporal arts, the
structure of a poem resembles that of a ballet or musical
composition. It is a pattern of resolutions and balances and
harmonizations developed through a temporal scheme. !0

Or, to move still closer to poetry, the structure of a
poem resembles that of a play. This last example, of
course, risks introducing once more the distracting ele-
ment, since drama, like poetry, makes use of words. Yet,
on the whole, most of us are less inclined to force the con-
cept of “statement” on drama than on a lyric poem: for the
very nature of drama is that of something “acted out”—
something which arrives at its conclusion through con-
flict—something which builds conflict into its very being.
The dynamic nature of drama, in short, allows us to regard
it as an action rather than as a formula for action or as a
statement about action. For this reason, therefore, perhaps
the most helpful analogy by which to suggest the structure
of poetry is that of the drama, and for many readers at
least, the least confusing way in which to approach a poem
is to think of it as a drama.

The- general point, of course, is not that either poetry
or drama makes no use of ideas, or that either is “merely
emotional”—whatever that is—or that there is not the
closest and most important relationship between the intel-
lectual materials which they absorb into their structure and
other elements in the structure. The relationship between
the intellectual and the nonintellectual elements in a poem
is actually far more intimate than the conventional ac-
counts would represent it to be: the relationship is not that
of an idea “wrapped in emotion” or a “prose-sense deco-
rated by sensuous imagery.”

The dimension in which the poem moves is not one
which excludes ideas, but one which does include atti-

19{Brooks] In recent numbers of Accent, two critics for whose work I have
high regard have emphasized the dynamic character of poewy. Kenneth
Burke argues that if we are to consider a poem as a poem, we must con-
sider it as a “mode of action.” R. P. Blackmur asks us to think of it as ges-
ture, “the outward and dramatic play of inward and imagined meaning.” I
do not mean to commit either of these critics to my own interpretation of
dramatic or symbolic action; and I have on my own part, several rather
important reservations with respect to Mr. Burke’s position. But there are
certainly large areas of agreement among our positions. The reader might
also compare the account of poetic structure given in this chapter with the
following passage from Susanne Langer’s Philosophy in a New Key:
.. . though the material is verbal its import is not the literal assertion
made in the words, but the way the assertion is made, and this
involves the sound, the tempo, the aura of associations of the words,
the long or short sequences of ideas, the wealth or poverty of
transient imagery that contains them, the sudden arrest of fantasy, the
suspense of literal meaning by a sustained ambiguity resolved in a
_long-awaited key word, and the unifying, all-embracing artifice of
rhythm.

tudes. The dimension includes ideas, to be sure; we can
always abstract an “idea” from a poem—even from the
simplest poem—even from a lyric so simple and unintel-
lectual as

Western wind, when wilt thou blow
That the small rain down can rain?

Christ, that my love were in my arms
And I in my bed again.!!

But the idea which we abstract—assuming that we can all
agree on what that idea is—will always be abstracted: it -
will always be the projection of a plane along a line or the
projection of a cone upon a plane.

If this analogy proves to be more confusing than illu-
minating let us return to the analogy with drama. We have
argued that any proposition asserted in a poem is not to be
taken in abstraction but is justified, in terms of the poem, if
it is justified at all, not by virtue of its scientific or historical
or philosophical truth, but is justified in terms of a principle
analogous to that of dramatic propriety. Thus, the proposi-
tion that “Beauty is truth, truth beauty”'? is given its precise
meaning and significance by its relation to the total context
of the poem.

This principle is easy enough to see when the proposi-
tion is asserted overtly in the poem—that is, when it consti-
tutes a specific detail of the poem. But the reader may well
ask: is it not possible to frame a proposition, a statement,
which will adequately represent the total meaning of the
poem; that is, is it not possible to elaborate a summarizing
proposition which will “say,” briefly and in the form of a
proposition, whatthe poem “says” as a poem, a proposition
which will say it fully and will say it exactly, no more and
no less? Could not the poet, if he had chosen, have framed
such a proposition? Cannot we as readers and critics frame
such a proposition?

The answer must be thatthe poet himself obviously did
not—else he would not have had to write his poem. We as
readers can attempt to frame such a proposition in our effort
to understand the poem; it may well help toward an under-
standing. Certainly, the efforts to arrive at such propositions
can do no harm if we do not mistake them for the inner core
of the poem—if we do not mistake them for “what the poem
really says.” For, if we take one of them to represent the es-
sential poem, we have to disregard the qualifications exerted
by the total context as of no account, or else we have

! Anonymous medieval ballad.
12Keats, Ode on a Grecian Urn.



assumed that we can reproduce the effect of the total con-
text in a condensed prose statement.!3

Butto deny that the coherence of a poem is reflected in
a logical paraphrase of its “real meaning” is not, of course,
to deny coherence to poetry; it is rather to assert that its co-
herence is to be sought elsewhere. The characteristic unity
of a poem (even of those poems which may accidentally
possess a logical unity as well as this poetic unity) lies in the
unification of attitudes into a hierarchy subordinated to a to-
tal and governing attitude. In the unified poem, the poet has
“come to terms” with his experience. The poem does not
merely eventuate in a logical conclusion. The conclusion of
the poem is the working out of the various tensions—set up
by whatever means—by propositions, metaphors, symbols.
The unity is achieved by a dramatic process, not a logical; it
represents an equilibrium of forces, not a formula. It is
“proved” as a dramatic conclusion is proved: by its ability
to resolve the conflicts which have been accepted as the
donnéegs of the drama.

Thus, it is easy to see why the relation of each item to
the whole context is crucial, and why the effective and essen-
tial structure of the poem has to do with the complex of atti-
tudes achieved. A scientific proposition can stand alone. If it
is true, it is true. But the expression of an attitude, apart from
the occasion which generates it and the situation which it en-
compasses, is meaningless. For example, the last two lines of
the Intimations ode, “To me the meanest flower that blows
can give/ Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears,” when
taken in isolation—I do not mean quoted in isolation by one
who is even vaguely acquainted with the context—makes a
statement which is sentimental if taken in reference to the
speaker, and one which is patent nonsense if taken with a gen-
eral reference. The man in the street (of whom the average
college freshman is a good enough replica) knows that the
meanest flower that grows does not give him thoughts that lie

B {Brooks) We may, it is true, be able to adumbrate what the poem says if we
allow ourselves enough words, and if we make enough reservations and
qualifications, thus attempting to come nearer the meaning of the poem by
successive approximations and refinements, gradually encompassing the
meaning and pointing to the area in which it lies rather than realizing it.
The earlier chapters of this book, if they are successful, are obviously illus-
trations of this process. But such adumbrations will lack, not only the ten-
sion—the dramatic force—of the poem; they will be at best crude approxi-
mations of the poem. Moreover—and this is the crucial point—they will be
compelled to resort to the methods of the poem—analogy, metaphor, sym-
bol, etc.—in order to secure even this near approximation.

Urban’s comment on this problem is interesting: he says that if we
expand the symbol,

We lose the “sense” or value of the symbol as symbol. The solution. . .

seers to me to lie in an adequate theory of interpretation of the symbol.

It does not consist in substituting literal for symbol sentences, in other

words substituting “blunt” truth for symbolic truth, but rather in

deepening and enriching the meaning of the symbol.
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too deep for tears; if he thinks about the matter at all, he is in-
clined to feel that the person who can make such an assertion
is a very fuzzy sentimentalist.

We have already seen the ease with which the state-
ment “Beauty is truth, truth beauty” becomes detached from
its context, even in the hands of able critics; and we have
seen the misconceptions that ensue when this detachment
occurs. To take one more instance: the last stanza of Her-
rick’s Corinna, taken in isolation, would probably not im-
press the average reader as sentimental nonsense. Yet it
would suffer quite as much by isolation from its context as
would the lines from Keats’s Ode. For, as mere statement, it
would become something flat and obvious—of course our
lives are short! And the conclusion from the fact would turn
into an obvious truism for the convinced pagan, and, for the
convinced Christian, equally obvious, though damnable,
nonsense.

Perhaps this is why the poet, to people interested in
hard-and-fast generalizations, must always seem to be con-
tinually engaged in blurring out distinctions only after pro-
voking and unnecessary delays. But this last position is
merely another variant of the paraphrastic heresy: to assume
it is to misconceive the end of poetry—to take its meander-
ings as negative, or to excuse them (with the comfortable as-
surance that the curved line is the line of beauty) because
we can conceive the purpose of a poem to be only the pro-
duction, in the end, of a proposition—of a statement.

But the meanderings of a good poem (they are mean-
derings only from the standpoint of the prose paraphrase of
the poem) are not negative, and they do not have to be ex-
cused; and most of all, we need to see what their positive
function is; for unless we can assign them a positive func-
tion, we shall find it difficult to explain why one divergence
from “the prose line of the argument” is not as good as an-
other. The truth is that the apparent irrelevancies which met-
rical pattern and metaphor introduce do become relevant
when we realize that they function in a good poem to mod-
ify, qualify, and develop the total attitude which we are to
take in coming to terms with the total situation.

If the last sentence seems to take a dangerous turn to-
ward some special “use of poetry”—some therapeutic value
for the sake of which poetry is to be cultivated—I can only
say that I have in mind no special ills which poetry is to
cure. Uses for poetry are always to be found, and doubtless
will continue to be found. But my discussion of the structure
of poetry is not being conditioned at this point by some new
and special role which I expect poetry to assume in the fu-
ture or some new function to which I would assign it. The
structure described—a structure of “gestures” or attitudes—
seems to me to describe the essential structure of both the
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: ‘dyssey and The Waste Land. It seems to be the kind of
structure which the ten poems considered in this book pos-
sess in common.

If the structure of poetry is a structure of the order de-
scribed, that fact may explain (if not justify) the frequency
with which I have had to have recourse, in the foregoing
chapters, to terms like irony and paradox. By using the term
irony, one risks, of course, making the poem seem arch and
self-conscious, since irony, for most readers of poetry, is as-
sociated with satire, vers de société, and other “intellectual”
poetries. Yet, the necessity for some such term ought to be
apparent; and irony is the most general term that we have for
the kind of qualification which the various elements in a
context receive from the context. This hind of qualification,
as we have seen, is of tremendous importance in any poem.
Moreover, irony is our most general term for indicating that
recognition of incongruities—which, again, pervades all po-
etry to a degree far beyond what our conventional criticism
has been heretofore willing to allow.

Irony in this general sense, then, is to be found in Ten-
nyson’s Tears, Idle Tears as well as in Donne’s Canoniza-
tion. We have, of course, been taught to expect to find irony
in Pope’s Rape of the Lock, but there is a profound irony in
Keats’s Ode on a Grecian Urn; and there is irony of a very
powerful sort in Wordsworth’s Intimations ode. For the
thrusts and pressures exerted by the various symbols in this
poem are not avoided by the poet: they are taken into ac-
count and played, one against the other. Indeed, the sym-
bols—from a scientific point of view—are used perversely:
it is the child who is the best philosopher; it is from a kind
of darkness—from something that is “shadowy”—that the
light proceeds; growth into manhood is viewed, not as an
extrication from, but as an incarceration within, a prison.

There should be no mystery as to why this must be so.
The terms of science are abstract symbols which do not
change under the pressure of the context. They are pure (or
aspire to be pure) denotations; they are defined in advance.
They are not to be warped into new meanings. But where is
the dictionary which contains the terms of a poem? It is a
truism that the poet is continually forced to remake lan-
guage. As Eliot has put it, his task is to “dislocate language
into meaning.” And, from the standpoint of a scientific vo-
cabulary, this is precisely what he performs: for, rationally
considered, the ideal language would contain one term for
each meaning, and the relation between term and meaning
would be constant. But the word, as the poet uses it, has to
be conceived of, not as a discrete particle of meaning, but as
potential of meaning, a nexus or cluster of meanings.

What is true of the poet’s language in detail is true of
the larger wholes of poetry. And therefore, if we persist in

approaching the poem as primarily a rational statement, we
ought not to be surprised if the statement seems to be pre-
sented to us always in the ironic mode. When we consider
the statement immersed in the poem, it presents itself to us,
like the stick immersed in the pool of water, warped and
bent. Indeed, whatever the statement, it will always show it-
self as deflected away from a positive, straightforward for-
mulation.

It may seem perverse, however, to maintain, in the face
of our revived interest in Donne, that the essential structure
of poetry is not logical: For Donne has been appealed to of
late as the great master of metaphor who imposes a clean.
logic on his images beside which the ordering of the images
in Shakespeare’s sonnets is fumbling and loose. It is per-
fectly true that Donne makes a great show of logic; but two
matters need to be observed. In the first place, the elabo-
rated and “logical” figure is not Donne’s only figure or even
his staple one. “Telescoped” figures like “Made one an-
other’s hermitage” are to be found much more frequently
than the celebrated comparison of the souls of the lovers to
the legs of a pair of compasses. In the second place, where
Donne uses “logic,” he regularly uses it to justify illogical
positions. He employs it to overthrow a conventional posi-
tion or to “prove” an essentially illogical one.

Logic, as Donne uses it, is nearly always an ironic
logic to state the claims of an idea or attitude which we have
agreed, with our everyday logic, is false. This is not to say,
certainly, that Donne is not justified in using his logic so, or
that the best of his poems are not “prfoved” in the only
senses in which poems can be proved. v

But the proof is not a logical proof. The Canonization
will scarcely prove to the hard-boiled naturalist that the
lovers, by giving up the world, actually attain a better world.
Nor will the argument advanced in the poem convince the
dogmatic Christian that Donne’s lovers are really saints.

In using logic, Donne as a poet is fighting the devil
with fire. To adopt Robert Penn Warren’s metaphor (which,
though I lift it somewhat scandalously out of another con-
text, will apply to this one):

The poet, somewhat less spectacularly [than the
saint], proves his vision by submitting it to the fires
of irony—to the drama of the structure—in the
hope that the fires will refine it. In other words, the
poet wishes to indicate that his vision has been
eamed, that it can survive reference to the com-
plexities and contradictions of experience.!*

'4In his essay Pure and Impure Poetry.



The same principle that inspires the presence of irony
in so many of our great poems also accounts for the fact that
so many of them seem to be built around paradoxes. Here
again the conventional associations of the term may preju-
dice the reader just as the mention of Donne may prejudice
him. For Donne, as one type of reader knows all too well,
was of that group of poets who wished to impress their au-
dience with their cleverness. All of us are familiar with the
censure passed upon Donne and his followers by Dr. John-
son,’” and a great many of us still retain it as our own, soft-
ening only the rigor of it and the thoroughness of its appli-
cation, but not giving it up as a principle.

Yet there are better reasons than that of rhetorical vain-
glory that have induced poet after poet to choose ambiguity
and paradox rather than plain, discursive simplicity. It is not
enough for the poet to analyze his experience as the scien-
tist does, breaking it up into parts, distinguishing part from
part, classifying the various parts. His task is finally to unify
experience. He must return to us the unity of the experience
itself as man knows it in his own experience. The poem, if it
be a true poem is a simulacrum of reality—in this sense, at
least, it is an “imitation”—by being an experience rather
than any mere statement about experience or any mere ab-
straction from experience.

Tennyson cannot be content with saying that in mem-
ory the poet seems both dead and alive; he must dramatize
its life-in-death for us, and his dramatization involves, nec-
essarily, ironic shock and wonder. The dramatization de-
mands that the antithetical aspects of memory be coalesced
into one entity which—if we take it on the level of state-
ment—is a paradox, the assertion of the union of opposites.
Keats’s Urn must express a life which is above life and its
vicissitudes, but it mustalso bear witness to the fact that its
life is not life at all but is a kind of death. To put it in other
terms, the Um must, in its role as historian, assert that myth
is truer than history. Donne’s lovers must reject the world in
order to possess the world.

Or, to take one further instance: Wordsworth’s light
must serve as the common symbol for aspects of man’s vi-
sion which seem mutually incompatible—intuition and ana-
lytic reason. Wordsworth’s poem, as a matter of fact, typi-
fies beautifully the poet’s characteristic problem itself. For
even this poem, which testifies so heavily to the way in
which the world is split up and parceled out under the grow-
ing light of reason, cannot rest in this fact as its own mode
of perception, and still be a poem. Even after the worst has
been said about man’s multiple vision, the poet must some-

15In his life of Alexander Cowley.
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how prove that the child is father to the man, that the dawn
light is still somehow the same light as the evening light.

If the poet, then, must perforce dramatize the oneness
of the experience, eventhough paying tribute to its diversity,
then his use of paradox and ambiguity is seen as necessary.
He is not simply trying to spice up, with a superficially ex-
citing or mystifying rhetoric, the old stale stockpot (though
doubtless this will be what the inferior poet does generally
and what the real poet does in his lapses). He is rather giv-
ing us an insight which preserves the unity of experience
and which, at its higher and more serious levels, triumphs
over the apparently contradictory and conflicting elements
of experience by unifying them into a new pattern.

Wordsworth’s Intimations ode, then, is not only a
poem, but, among other things, a parable about poetry.
Keats’s Ode on a Grecian Urn is quite obviously such a
parable. And, indeed, most of the poems which we have dis-
cussed in this study may be taken as such parables.

In one sense, Pope’s treatment of Belinda raises all the
characteristic problems of poetry. For Pope, in dealing with
his “goddess,” must face the claims of naturalism and of com-
mon sense which would deny divinity to her. Unless he faces
them, he is merely a sentimentalist. He must do an even
harder thing: he must transcend the conventional and polite
attributions of divinity which would be made to her as an ac-
knowledged belle. Otherwise, he is merely trivial and obvi-
ous. He must “prove” her divinity against the commonsense
denial (the brutal denial) and against the conventional asser-
tion (the polite denial). The poetry must be wrested from the
context: Belinda’s lock, which is what the rude young man
wants and which Belinda rather prudishly defends and which
the naturalist asserts is only animal and which displays in its
curled care the style of a particular era of history, must be
given a place of permanence among the stars.

Irony as a Principle of
Structure

One can sum up modern poetic technique by calling it the re-
discovery of metaphor and the full commitment to metaphor.
The poet can legitimately step out into the universal only by
first going through the narrow door of the particular.! The
poet does not select an abstract theme and then embellish it

“Irony as a Principle of Structure” was written in 1949 and is reprinted from

M. D. Zabel, ed., Literary Opinion in America.

!See Blake (above, page 452), in contrast to Johnson (above, page 361) and
Reynolds (above, page 394).
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with concrete details. On the contrary, he must establish the
details, must abide by the details, and through his realization
of the details attain to whatever general meaning he can at-
tain. The meaning must issue from the particulars; it must not
seem to be arbitrarily forced upon the particulars. Thus, our
conventional habits of language have to be reversed when we
come to deal with poetry. For here it is the tail that wags the
dog. Better still, here it is the tail of the kite—the tail that
makes the kite fly—the tail that renders the kite more than a
frame of paper blown crazly down the wind.

The tail of the kite, it is true, seems to negate the kite’s
function: it weights down something made to rise; and in the
same way, the concrete particulars with which the poet loads
himself seem to deny the universal to which he aspires. The
poet wants to “say” something. Why, then, doesn’t he say it
directly and forthrightly? Why is he willing to say it only
through his metaphors? Through his metaphors, he risks say-
ing it partially and obscurely, and risks not saying it at all. But
the risk must be taken, for direct statement leads to abstrac-
tion and threatens to take us out of poetry altogether.

The commitment to metaphor thus implies, with respect
to general theme, a principle of indirection. With respect to
particular images and statements, it implies a principle of or-
ganic relationship. That is, the poem is not a collection of
beautiful or “poetic” images. If there really existed objects
which were somehow intrinsically “poetic,” still the mere as-
semblage of these would not give us a poem. For in that case,
one might arrange bouquets of these poetic images and thus
créate poems by formula. But the elements of a poem are re-
lated to each other, not as blossoms juxtaposed in a bouquet,
but as the blossoms are related to the other parts of growing
plant. The beauty of the poem is the flowering of the whole
plant, and needs the stalk, the leaf, and the hidden roots.

If this figure seems somewhat highflown, let us borrow
an analogy from another art: the poem is like a little drama.
The total effect proceeds from all the elements in the drama,
and in a good poem, as in a good drama, there is no wasted
motion and there are no superfluous parts.

In coming to see that the parts of a poem are related to
each other organically, and related to the total theme indi-
rectly, we have come to see the importance of context. The
memorable verses in poetry—even those which seem some-
how intrinsically “poetic”’—show on inspection that they de-
rive their poetic quality from their relation to a particular con-
text. We may, it is true, be tempted to say that Shakespeare’s
“Ripeness is all”’2 is poetic because it is a sublime thought, or
because it possesses simple eloquence; but that is to forget the

2Shakespeare, King Lear V, ii, 9.

context in which the passage appears. The proof that this is so
becomes obvious when we contemplate such unpoetic lines
as “vitality is all,” “serenity is all,” “maturity is all,”—state-
ments whose philosophical import in the abstract is about as
defensible as that of “ripeness is all.” Indeed, the common-
place word never repeated five times becomes one of the most
poignant lines in Lear, but it becomes so because of the sup-
porting context.? Even the “meaning” of any particular item
is modified by the context. For what is said is said in a partic-
ular situation and by a particular dramatic character.

The last instances adduced can be most properly re-
garded as instances of “loading” from the context. The con-.
text endows the particular word or image or statement with
significance. Images so charged become symbols; statements
so charged become dramatic utterances. But there is another
way in which to look at the impact of the context upon the
part. The part is modified by the pressure of the context.

Now the obvious warping of a statement by the context
we characterize as “ironical.” To take the simplest instance,
we say “this is a fine state of affairs,” and in certain contexts
the statement means quite the opposite of what it purports to
say literally. This is sarcasm, the most obvious kind of irony.
Here a complete reversal of meaning is effected: effected by
the context, and pointed, probably, by the tone of voice. But
the modification can be most important even though it falls
far short of sarcastic reversal, and it need not be underlined
by the tone of voice at all. The tone of irony can be effected
by the skillful disposition of the context. Gray’s Elegy will
furnish an obvious example. '

Can storied urn or animated bust

Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?
Can Honor’s voice provoke the silent dust,
Or Flatt'ry soothe the dull cold ear of death?*

In its context, the question is obviously rhetorical. The an-
swer has been implied in the characterization of the breath
as fleeting and of the ear of death as dull and cold. The form
is that of a question, but the manner in which the question
has been asked shows that it is no true question at all.
These are obvious instances of irony, and even on this
level, much more poetry is ironical than the reader may be
disposed to think. Many of Hardy’s poems and nearly all of
Housman’s, for example, reveal irony quite as definite and
overt as this.5 Lest these examples, however, seem to spe-
cialize irony in the direction of the sardonic, the reader

3King Lear V, iii, 307.
4Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.
5Thomas Hardy (1840-1928), A. E. Housman (1859=1936).



ought to be reminded that irony, even in its obvious and con-
ventionally recognized forms, comprises a wide variety of
modes: tragic irony, self-irony, playful, arch, mocking, or
gentle irony, etc. The body of poetry which may be said to
contain irony in the ordinary senses of the term stretches
from Lear, on the one hand, to Cupid and Campaspe
Played,® on the other.

What indeed would be a statement wholly devoid of an
ironic potential—a statement that did not show any qualifi-
cation of the context? One is forced to offer statements like
“Two plus two equals four,” or “The square on the hy-
potenuse of a right triangle is equal to the sum of the
squares on the two sides.” The meaning of these statements
is unqualified by any context; if they are true, they are
equally true in any possible context.” These statements are
properly abstract, and their terms are pure denotations. (If
“two” or “four” actually happened to have connotations for
the fancifully minded, the connotations would be quite irrel-
evant; they do not participate in the meaningful structure of
the statement.)

But connotations are important in poetry and do enter
significantly into the structure of meaning which is the
poem. Moreover, I should claim also—as a corollary of the
foregoing proposition—that poems never contain abstract
statements. That is, any “statement” made in the poem bears
the pressure of the context and has its meaning modified by
the context. In other words, the statements made—including
those which appear to be philosophical generalizations—are
to be read as if they were speeches in a drama. Their rele-
vance, their propriety, their rhetorical force, even their
meaning, cannot be divorced from the context in which they
are imbedded.

The principle I state may seem a very obvious one, but
I think that it is nonetheless very important. It may throw
some light upon the importance of the term érony in modern
criticism. As one who has certainly tended to overuse the
term irony and perhaps, on occasion, has abused the term, I
am closely concerned here. But I want to make quite clear
what that concern is: it is not to justify the term irony as

$JohnLyly (1554?-1606), “Cupid and my Campaspe played,” from his play
Alexander and Campaspe.
7[Brooks] This is not to say, of course, that such statements are not related to
a particular “universe of discourse.” They are indeed, as are all statements
of whatever kind. But I distinguish here between “context” and “universe of
discourse.” “Two plus two equals four” is not dependent on a special
dramatic context in the way in which a “statement” made in a poem is.
Compare “two plus two equals four” and the same “statement” as contained
in Housman's poem:
—To think that two and two are four
And neither five nor three
The Heart of man has long been sore
And long 'tis like to be.
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such, but rather to indicate why modern critics are so often
tempted to use it. We have doubtless stretched the term too
much, but it has been almost the only term available by
which to point to a general and important aspect of poetry.

Consider this example: The speaker in Matthew
Amold’s Dover Beach states that the world, “which seems
to lie before us like a land of dreams . . . hath really neither
joy nor love nor light. . . .” For some readers the statement
will seem an obvious truism. (The hero of a typical Heming-
way? short story or novel, for example, will say this, though
of course in a rather different idiom.) For other readers,
however, the statement will seem false, or at least highly
questionable. In any case, if we try to “prove” the proposi-
tion, we shall raise some very perplexing metaphysical
questions, and in doing so, we shall certainly also move
away from the problems of the poem and, finally, from a
justification of the poem. For the lines are to be justified in
the poem in terms of the context: the speaker is standing be-
side his loved one, looking out of the window on the calm
sea, listening to the long withdrawing roar of the ebbing
tide, and aware of the beautiful delusion of moonlight which
“blanches” the whole scene. The “truth” of the statement,
and of the poem itself, in which it is imbedded, will be vali-
dated, not by a majority report of the association of sociolo-
gists, or a committee of physical scientists, or of a congress
of metaphysicians who are willing to stamp the statement as
proved. How is the statement to be validated? We shall
probably not be able to do better than to apply T. S. Eliot’s?
test: does the statement seem to be that which the mind of
the reader can accept as coherent, mature, and founded on
the facts of experience? But when we raise such a question,
we are driven to consider the poem as drama. We raise such
further questions as these: Does the speaker seem carried
away with his own emotions? Does he seem to oversimplify
the situation? Or does he, on the other hand, seem to have
won to a kind of detachment and objectivity? In other
words, we are forced to raise the question as to whether the
statement grows properly out of a context; whether it ac-
knowledges the pressures of the context; whether it is “iron-
ical”—or merely callow, glib, and sentimental.

I have suggested elsewhere that the poem which meets
Eliot’s test comes to the same thing as L. A. Richards’ “po-
etry of synthesis”®—that is, a poetry which does not leave
out what is apparently hostile to its dominant tone, and
which, because it is able to fuse the irrelevant and discor-
dant, has come to terms with itself and is invulnerable to

SEmest Hemingway (1889-1961), American novelist.
%In connection with this see Eliot’s essay on Dante (1929).
10Richards (above, page 856).
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irony. Irony, then, in this further sense, is not only an ac-
knowledgment of the pressures of a context. Invulnerability
to irony is the stability of a context in which the internal
pressures balance and mutually support each other. The sta-
bility is like that of the arch: the very forces which are cal-
culated to drag the stones to the ground actually provide the
principle of support—a principle in which thrust and coun-
terthrust become the means of stability.

In many poems the pressures of the context emerge in
obvious ironies. Marvell’s To His Coy Mistress or Raleigh’s
Nymph’s Reply'! or even Gray’s Elegy reveal themselves as
ironical, even to readers who use irony strictly in the con-
ventional sense.

But can other poems be subsumed under this general
principle, and do they show a comparable basic structure?
The test case would seem to be presented by the lyric, and
particularly the simple lyric. Consider, for example, one of
Shakespeare’s songs:

Who is Silvia: what is she

That all our swains commend her?
Holy, fair, and wise is she;

The heavens such grace did lend her,
That she might admired be.

Is she kind as she is fair?

For beauty lives with kindness.
Love doth to her eyes repair,

To help him of his blindness,
And, being help’d, inhabits there.

Then to Silvia let us sing,
That Silvia is excelling;
She excels each mortal thing
Upon the dull earth dwelling:
To herlet us garlands bring. 12

On one level the song attempts to answer the ques-
tion, who is Silvia? and the answer given makes her some-
thing of an angel and something of a goddess. She excels
each mortal thing “Upon the dull earth dwelling.” Silvia
herself, of course, dwells upon that dull earth, though it is
presumably her own brightness which makes it dull by
comparison. (The dull earth, for example, yields bright
garlands which the swains are bringing to her.) Why does
she excel each mortal thing? Because of her virtues

!1Sir WalterRaleigh (1554?-1618), English courtier and man of letters.
2From Love’s Labours Lost IV, i, 40.

(“Holy, fair, and wise is she”), and these are a celestial
gift. She is heaven’s darling (“The heavens such grace did
lend her”).

Grace, I suppose, refers to grace of movement, and
some readers will insist that we leave it at that. But since
Silvia’s other virtues include holiness and wisdom, and
since her grace has been lent from above, I do not think that
we can-quite shut out the theoretical overtones. Shake-
speare’s audience would have found it even more difficult to
do so. At any rate, it is interesting to see what happens if we
are aware of these overtones. We get a delightful richness,
and we also get something very close to irony. -

The motive for the bestowal of grace—that she mlght
admired be—is oddly untheological. But what follows is
odder still, for the love that “doth to her eyes repair” is not,
as we might expect, Christian “charity” but the little pagan
god Cupid (“Love doth to her eyes repair, / To help him of
his blindness.”) But if Cupid lives in her eyes, then the
second line of the stanza takes on another layer of meaning.
“For beauty lives with kindness” becomes not merely a kind
of charming platitude—actually often denied in human ex-
perience. (The Petrarchan® lover, for example, as Shake-
speare well knew, frequently found a beautiful and cruel
mistress.) The second line, in this context, means also that
the love god lives with the kind Silvia, and indeed has taken
these eyes that sparkle with kindness for his own.

Is the mixture of pagan myth and Christian theology,
then, an unthinking confusion into which the poet has blun-
dered, or is it something wittily combined? It is certainly not
a confusion, and if blundered into unconsciously, ‘it is a
happy mistake. But I do not mean to press the issue of the
poet’s self-consciousness (and with it, the implication of a
kind of playful irony). Suffice it to say that the song is
charming and delightful, and that the mingling of elements
is proper to a poem which is a deft and light-fingered at-
tempt to suggest the quality of divinity with which lovers
perennially endow maidens who are finally mortal. The
touch is light, there is a lyric grace, but the tone is complex,
nonetheless.

I shall be prepared, however, to have this last example
thrown out of court since Shakespeare, for all his universal-
ity, was a contemporary of the metaphysical poets, and may
have incorporated more of their ironic complexity than is
necessary or normal. One can draw more innocent and
therefore more convincing examples from Wordsworth’s!
Lucy poems.

13Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374), Italian poet.
“wordsworth (above, page 481). -



She dwelt among the untrodden ways
Beside the springs of Dove,

A maid whom there were none to praise
And very few to love;

A violet by a mossy stone
Half hidden from the eye!

Fair as a star, when only one
Is shining in the sky.

She lived unknown, and few could know
When Lucy ceased to be;

But she is in her grave, and, oh,
The difference to me.

Which is Lucy really like—the violet or the star? The
context in general seems to support the violet comparison.
The violet, beautiful but almost unnoticed, already half hid-
den from the eye, is now, as the poem ends, completely hid-
den in its grave, with none but the poet to grieve for its loss.
The star comparison may seem only vaguely relevant—a
conventional and here a somewhat anomalous compliment.
Actually, it is not difficult to justify the star comparison: to
her lover’s eyes, she is the solitary star. She has no rivals,
nor would the idea of rivalry, in her unselfconscious sim-
plicity, occur to her.

The violet and the star thus balance each other and be-
tween themselves define the situation: Lucy was, from the
viewpoint of the great world, unnoticed, shy, modest, and
half hidden from the eye, but from the standpoint of her
lover, she is the single star, completely dominating that
world, not arrogantly like the sun, but sweetly and modestly,
like the star. The implicit contrast is that so often developed
ironically by John Donne in his poems where the lovers,
who amount to nothing in the eyes of the world, become, in
their own eyes, each the other’s world—as in The Good-
Morrow, where their love makes “one little room an every-
where,” or as in The Canonization, where the lovers drive
into the mirrors of each other’s eyes the “towns, countries,
courts”—which make up the great world; and thus find that
world in themselves. It is easy to imagine how Donne would
have exploited the contrast between the violet and the star,
accentuating it, developing the irony, showing how the vio-
let was really like its antithesis, the star, etc.

Now one does not want to enter an Act of Uniformity
against the poets. Wordsworth is entitled to his method of
simple juxtaposition with no underscoring of the ironical
contrast. But it is worth noting that the contrast with its
ironic potential is there in his poem. It is there in nearly all
of Wordsworth’s successful lyrics. It is certainly to be found
in “A slumber did my spirit seal.”
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A slumber did my spirit seal;
I had no human fears:

She seemed a thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly years.

No motion has she now, no force;
She neither hears nor sees,

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees. s

The lover’s insensitivity to the claims of mortality is
interpreted as a lethargy of spirit—a strange slumber. Thus
the “human fears” that he lacked are apparently the fears
normal to human beings. But the phrase has a certain plia-
bility. It could mean fears for the loved one as a mortal hu-
man being; and the lines that follow tend to warp the phrase
in this direction: it does not occur to the lover that he needs
to fear for one who cannot be touched by “earthly years.”
We need not argue that Wordsworth is consciously using a
witty device, a purposed ambiguity; nor need we conclude
that he is confused. It is enough to see that Wordsworth has
developed, quite “normally,” let us say, a context calculated
to pull “human fears” in opposed directions, and that the
slightest pressure of attention on the part of the reader pre-
cipitates an ironical effect.

As we move into the second stanza, the potential irony
almost becomes overt. If the slumber has sealed the lover’s
spirit, a slumber, immersed in which he thought it impossi-
ble that his loved one could perish, so too a slumber has
now definitely sealed her spirit: “No motion has she now, no
force; / She neither hears nor sees.” It is evident that it is her
unnatural slumber that has waked him out of his. It is curi-
ous to speculate on what Donne or Marvell'6 would have
made of this. .

Wordsworth, however, still does not choose to exploit
the contrast as such. Instead, he attempts to suggest some-
thing of the lover’s agonized shock at the loved one’s pres-
ent lack of motion—of his response to her utter and horrible
inertness. And how shall he suggest this? He chooses to sug-
gest it, not by saying that she lies as quiet as marble or as a
lump of clay; on the contrary, he attempts to suggest it by
imagining her in violent motion—uviolent, but imposed mo-
tion, the same motion indeed which the very stones share,
whirled about as they are in earth’s diurnal course. Why
does the image convey so powerfully the sense of something
inert and helpless? Part of the effect, of course, resides in
the fact that a dead lifelessness is suggested more sharply by

1S Another of the Lucy poems.
16 Andrew Marvell (1621-1678), English poet.
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an object’s being whirled about by something else than by
an image of the object in repose. But there are other matters
which are at work here: the sense of the girl’s falling back
into the clutter of things, companioned by things chained
like a tree to one particular spot, or by things completely
inanimate, like rocks and stones. Here, of course, the con-
cluding figure leans upon the suggestion made in the first
stanza, that the girl once seemed something not subject to
earthly limitations at all. But surely, the image of the whirl
itself is important in its suggestion of something meaning-
less—motion that mechanically repeats itself. And there is
one further element: the girl, who to her lover seemed a
thing that could not feel the touch of earthly years, is caught
up helplessly into the empty whirl of the earth which mea-
sure and makes time. She is touched by and held by earthly
time in its most powerful and horrible image. The last figure
thus seems to me to summarize the poem—to offer to al-
most every facet of meaning suggested in the earlier lines a
concurring and resolving image which meets and accepts
and reduces each item to its place in the total unity.

Wordsworth, as we have observed above, does not
choose to point up specifically the ironical contrast between
the speaker’s former slumber and the loved one’s present
slumber. But there is one ironical contrast which he does
stress: this is the contrast between the two senses in which
the girl becomes insulated against the “touch of earthly
years.” In the first stanza, she “could not feel / The touch of
earthly years” because she seemed divine and immortal. But
in the second stanza, now in her grave, she still does not
“feel the touch of earthly years,” for, like the rocks and
stones, she feels nothing at all. It is true that Wordsworth
does not repeat the verb “feels”; instead he writes “She nei-
ther hears nor sees.” But the contrast, though not com-
mented upon directly by any device of verbal wit, is there
nonetheless, and is bound to make itself felt in any sensitive
reading of the poem. The statement of the first stanza has
been literally realized in the second, but its meaning has
been ironically reversed.

Ought we, then, to apply the term ironical to
Wordsworth’s poem? Not necessarily. I am trying to account
for my temptation to call such a poem ironical—not to justify
my yielding to the temptation—least of all to insist that oth-
ers so transgress. Moreover, Wordsworth’s poem seems to me
admirable, and I entertain no notion that it might have been
more admirable still had John Donne written it rather than
William Wordsworth. I shall be content if I can make a much
more modest point: namely, that since both Wordsworth and
Donne are poets, their work has at basis a similar structure,
and that the dynamic structure—the pattern of thrust and
counterthrust—which we associate with Donne has its coun-

terpart in Wordsworth. In the work of both men, the relation
between part and part is organic, which means that each part
modifies and is modified by the whole.

Yet to intimate that there are potential ironies in
Wordsworth’s lyric may seem to distort it. After all, is it
not simple and spontaneous? With these terms we en-
counter two of the critical catchwords of the nineteenth
century, even as ironical is in danger of becoming a catch-
word of our own period. Are the terms simple and ironical
mutually exclusive? What after all do we mean by simple
or by spontaneous?'” We may mean that the poem came to
the poet easily and even spontaneously: very complex po-
ems may—indeed have—come just this way. Or the poem”
may seem in its effect on the reader a simple and sponta-
neous utterance: some poems of great complexity possess
this quality. What is likely to cause trouble here is the in-
trusion of a special theory of composition. It is fairly rep-
resented as an intrusion since a theory as to how a poem is
written is being allowed to dictate to us how the poem is to
be read. There is no harm in thinking of Wordsworth’s
poem as simple and spontaneous unless these terms deny
complexities that actually exist in the poem, and unless
they justify us in reading the poem with only half our
minds. A slumber ought not to seal the reader’s spirit as he
reads this poem, or any other poem.

I have argued that irony, taken as the aclnowledgment
of the pressures of context, is to be found in poetry of every
period and even in simple lyrical poetry. But in the poetry of
our own time, this pressure reveals itself strilingly. A great
deal of modern poetry does use irony as its special and per-
haps its characteristic strategy. For this there are re;ts'ons,
and compelling reasons. To cite only a few of these reasons:
there is the breakdown of a common symbolism,; there is the
general skepticism as to universals; not least important,
there is the depletion and corruption of the very language it-
self, by advertising and by the mass-produced arts of radio,
the moving picture, and pulp fiction. The modern poet has
the task of rehabilitating a tired and drained language so that
it can convey meanings once more with force and with ex-
actitude. This task of qualifying and modifying language is
perennial; but it is imposed on the modern poet as a special
burden. Those critics who attribute the use of ironic tech-
niques to the poet’s own bloodless sophistication and tired
skepticism would be better advised to refer these vices to his
potential readers, a public corrupted by Hollywood and
the Book of the Month Club. For the modern poet is not
addressing simple primitives but a public sophisticated by

7"Wordsworth (above, page 490).



commercial art.

At any rate, to the honor of the modern poet be it said
that he has frequently succeeded in using his ironic tech-
niques to win through to clarity and passion. Randall Jar-
rell’s Eighth Air Force represents a success of this sort. '8

If, in an odd angle of the hutment,

A puppy laps the water from a can

Of flowers, and the drunk sergeant shaving
Whistles O Paradiso!—shall I say that man
Is not as men have said: a wolf to man?

The other murderers troop in yawning;

Three of them play pitch, one sleeps, and one
Lies counting missions, lies there sweating
Till even his heart beats: One; One; One.

O murderers! . . . Still, this is how it’s done:

This is a war. . . . But since these play, before they die,
Like puppies with their puppy; since, a man,

I did as these have done, but did not die—

I will content the people as I can

And give up these to them: Behold the man!

I have suffered, in a dream, because of him,
Many things; for this last savior, man,

I have lied as I lie now. But what is lying?

Men wash their hands, in blood, as best they can:
I find no fault in this just man.

There are no superfluous parts, no dead or empty details.
The airmen in their hutment are casual enough and honest
enough to be convincing. The raw building is domesticated:
there are the flowers in water from which the mascot, a
puppy, laps. There is the drunken sergeant, whistling an opera
aria as he shaves. These “murderers,” as the poet is casually
to call the airmen in the next stanza, display a touching regard
for the human values. How, then, can one say that man is a
wolf toman, since these men “play before they die, like pup-
pies with their puppy.” But the casual presence of the puppy
in the hutment allows us to take the stanza both ways, for the
dog is a kind of tamed and domesticated wolf, and his pres-
ence may prove on the contrary that the hutment is the wolf
den. After all, the timber wolf plays with its puppies.

The second stanza takes the theme to a perfectly ex-
plicit conclusion. If three of the men play pitch, and one is
asleep, at least one man is awake and counts himself and his

18 Randall Jarrell (1914-1965), American poet.

Irony as a Principle of Structure < 1049

companions murderers. But his unvoiced cry “O murderers”
is met, countered, and dismissed with the next two lines:
“. .. Stillthis is how it’s done: / This is a war. . . .”

The note of casuistry and cynical apology prepares for
a brilliant and rich resolving image, the image of Pontius Pi-
late, which is announced specifically in the third stanza: “I
will content the people as I can / And give up these to them:
behold the man!” Yet if Pilate, as he is first presented, is a
jesting Pilate, who asks, what is truth? it is a bitter and
grieving Pilate who concludes the poem. It is the integrity
of man himself that is at stake. Is man a cruel animal, a
wolf, or is he the last savior, the Christ of our secular reli-
gion of humanity?

The Pontius Pilate metaphor, as the poet uses it, be-
comes a device for tremendous concentration. For the
speaker (presumably the young airman who cried “O mur-
derers”) is himself the confessed murderer under judgment,
and also the Pilate who judges, and, at least as a representa-
tive of man, the savior whom the mob would condemn. He
is even Pilate’s better nature, his wife, for the lines “I have
suffered, in a dream, because of him, / Many things” is
merely a rearrangement of Matthew 27:19, the speech of Pi-
late’s wife to her husband. But this last item is more than a
reminiscence of the scriptural scene. It reinforces the
speaker’s present dilemma. The modern has had high hopes
for man; are the hopes merely a dream? Is man incorrigible,
merely a cruel beast? The speaker’s present torture springs
from that hope and from his reluctance to dismiss it as an
empty dream. This Pilate is even harder pressed than was
the Roman magistrate. For he must convince himself of this
last savior’s innocence. But he had lied for him before. He
will lie for him now. “Men wash their hands in blood, as
best they can: / I find no fault in this just man.”

What is the meaning of “Men wash their hands in
blood, as best they can™? It can mean “Since my own hands
are bloody, I have no right to condemn the rest.” It can mean
“I know that man can love justice, even though his hands are
bloody, for there is blood on mine.” It can mean “Men are
essentially decent: they try to keep their hands clean even if
they have only blood in which to wash them.”

None of these meanings caricels out the others. All are
relevant, and each meaning contributes to the total meaning.
Indeed, there is not a facet of significance which does not
receive illumination from the figure.

Some of Jarrell’s weaker poems seem weak to me be-
cause they lean too heavily upon this concept of the goodness
of man. In some of them, his approach to the theme is too di-
rect. But in this poem, the affirnation of man’s essential just-
ness by a Pilate who contents the people as he washes his
hands in blood seems to me to supply every qualification that



1050 © CLEANTH BROOKS

is required. The sense of self-guilt, the yearning to believe in
man’s justness, the knowledge of the difficulty of so believ-
ing—all work to render accurately and dramatically the total
situation.

It is easy at this point to misapprehend the function of
irony. We can say that Jarrell’s irony pares his theme down
to acceptable dimensions. The theme of man’s goodness
has here been so qualified that the poet himself does not
really believe in it. But this is not what I am trying to say.
We do not ask a poet to bring his poem into line with our
personal beliefs—still less to flatter our personal beliefs.
What we do ask is that the poem dramatize the situation so
accurately, so honestly, with such fidelity to the total situa-
tion that it is no longer a question of our beliefs, but of our
participation in the poetic experience. At his best, Jarrell
manages to bring us by an act of imagination, to the most
penetrating insight. Participating in thatinsight, we doubt-
less become better citizens. (One of the “uses” of poetry, I
should agree, is to make us better citizens.) But poetry is

not the eloquent rendition of the citizen’s creed. It is not
even the accurate rendition of his creed. Poetry must carry
us beyond the abstract creed into the very matrix out of
which, and from which, our creeds are abstracted. That is
what The Eighth Air Force does. That is what, I am con-
vinced, all good poetry does.

For the theme in a genuine poem does not confront us
as abstraction—that is, as one man’s generalization from the
relevant particulars. Finding its proper symbol, defined and
refined by the participating metaphors, the theme becomes a
part of the reality in which we live—an insight, rooted in
and growing out of concrete experience, many-sided, three-
dimensional. Even the resistance to generalization has its
part in this process—even the drag of the particulars away
from the universal—even the tension of opposing themes—
play their parts. The kite properly loaded, tension main-
tained along the kite string, rises steadily against the thrust
of the wind.



