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One can sum up modern poetic technique by calling it the rediscovery 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 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 attain. 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 that a frame of paper blown crazily 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 saying it partially and obscurely, and risks not saying it at all. But the risk
must be taken, for direct statement leads to abstraction 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 organic 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 assemblage of these would not give us a poem. For in that
case, one might arrange bouquets of these poetic images and thus create poems
by formula. But the elements of a poem are related to each other, not as blossoms
juxtaposed in a bouquet, but as the blossoms are related to the other parts of a
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 waste motion and
there are no superfluous parts.
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In coming to see that the parts of a poem are related to each other organically,
and related to the total theme indirectly, we have come to see the importance of
context. The memorable verses in poetry–even those which seem somehow intrinsically “poetic”–show on inspection that they derive their poetic quality from their
relation to a particular context. We may, it is true, be tempted to say that Shakespeare’s “Ripeness is all” is poetic because it is a sublime thought, or because it
possesses simple eloquence; but that is to forget the 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,”–statements whose
philosophical import in the abstract is about as defensible as that of “ripeness is all.”
Indeed, the commonplace word never repeated five times becomes one of the most
poignant lines in Lear, but it becomes so because of the supporting context. Even
the “meaning” of any particular item is modified by the context. For what is said is
said in a particular situation and by a particular dramatic character.
The last instance adduced can be most properly regarded as instances of “loading” from the context. The context 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 answer 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. Lest these examples, however, seem to specialize irony in the direction of
the sardonic, the reader ought to be reminded that irony, even in its obvious and
conventionally recognized forms, comprises a wide variety of modes: tragic irony,
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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 qualification of the context? One is forced to offer
statements like “Two plus two equals four,” or “The square on the hypotenuse 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 irrelevant: 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 relevance, 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 irony
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
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 Arnold’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 Hemingway 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 proposition, 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 beside 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 validated, not by a majority report of the association
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of sociologists, 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 flows properly out of a context;
whether it acknowledges the pressures of the context; whether it is “ironical”—or
merely callow, glib, and sentimental.
I have suggested elsewhere that the poem which meets Eliot’s test comes to the
same thing as I.A. Richards’ “poetry 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 discordant, has come to terms with itself and is invulnerable to irony. Irony, then, in this further sense, is not only an acknowledgment
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 stability
is like that of the arch: the very forces which are calculated to drag the stones to the
ground actually provide the principle of support—a principle in which thrust and
counterthrust become the means of stability.

