Irony

There is a kind of discourse which, though nonliteral, need not use similes,
metaphors, apostrophes, personification. or symbols. Without using these fig-
ures, speakers may say things that are not to be taken literally. They may, in short,
employ irony.

In Greek comedy, the efron was the sly underdog who, by dissembling infe-
riority, outwitted his opponent. As Aristotle puts it, irony (employed by the
eiron) is a “pretense tending toward the underside” of truth. Later, Cicero some-
what altered the meaning of the word: He defined it as saying one thing and
meaning another, and he held that Socrates, who feigned ignorance and let his
opponents entrap themselves in their own arguments, was the perfect example
of an ironist

In verbal irony, as the term is now used, what is sfafed is in some degree
negated by what is suggested. A classic example is Lady Macbeth’s order to get
ready for King Duncan’s visit: “He that’s coming / Must be provided for” The
words seem to say that she and Macheth must busy themselves with household
preparations so that the king may be received in appropriate style, but this sug-
gestion of hospitality is undercut by an opposite meaning: preparations must be
made for the murder of the king. Two other examples of verbal lrony arc
Melville’s comment

‘é{ What like a bullet can undeceive!
L and the lover’s assertion (in Marvell's “To His Coy Mistress”) that
o= The grave’s a fine and private place,

: But none, [ think, do there embrace
& Under Marvell's cautious words (‘I think”) we detect a wryness; the
- understatement masks yet reveals a deep-felt awareness of mortality and the

barrenness of the grave. The selfmockery in this understatement proclaims mod-

‘ esty, but suggests assurance. The speaker here, like most ironists, is both playful
s and serious at once. Trony packs a great deal into a few words.” What we call
Bl
: *A word of caution: We have been talking about verbal irony, not irony of situation.
- Like ironic words, ironic situations have in them an element of contrast. A clown whose

heart is breaking must make his audience laugh; an author’s worst book is her only finan-
cial success: a fool solves a problem that vexes the wise.

649
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Percy Bysshe Shelley 651

General Review of the Sex Situation

[1926]
Woman wants monogamy;
Man delights in novelry.
Love is woman’'s moon and sun:
Man has other forms of fun. ' f

Woman lives but in her lord:
Count to ten, and man is bored.
With this the gist and sum of it,
What earthly good can come of it?

YOUR TURN

I. How would you characterize Parker’s message? (For instance, is it sad,
happy, pitiful, or what?) How would you characterize her tone—her at-
titude, as you perceive it?

2. Take note of and describe Parker’s use of language—for example, the
contrast she makes between “monogamy” and “novelty,” and the image
she gives in line 3, “Love is woman’s moon and sun.” Where else in this
short poem do you see evidence of careful handling of language?

3. How much truth do you think there is in Parker’s lines? (Remember: No
poem, or, for that matter, no novel—however long—can tell the whole
truth about life.) As for truth, how would you compare it with the follow-
ing passage, from Barbara Dafoe Whitehead's review (The Times Literary
Supplement, 9 June 1995) of two sociological studies, The Social Orga-
nization of Sexuality: Sexual Practice in the U.S. and Sex in America?

Men and women have different sexual interests, stakes and ap-
petites, with men more oriented to the sex act and women more
interested in sex as an expression of affiliative and romantic love.

4. Compare the tone of Parker’s poem with the tone of Shakespeare’s
“Sigh no more, ladies” (page 576).

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) was born in Sussex in England, the son of a
prosperous country squire. Educated at Eton, be went on to Oxford bul was
expelled for baving written a pampbhlet supporting a belief in atbeism. Like
Jobn Keats be was a member of the second generation of English Romantic
poets. (The first generation included Wordsworth and Coleridge.) And like
Keats, Shelley died young, be was drouned during a violent storm off the coast
of Italy while sailing with a friend.

Ozymandias™ [1817]

I met a traveler from an antique land
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

*Ozymandias is another name for Ramesses the Great, Pharaoh of the nineteenth dynasty
of ancient Egypt. He is believed to have taken the throne in his early twenties and to have
ruled Egypt from 1279 BCE to 1213 BCE.
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Till the conversion of the Jews.
My vegetable® love should grow
Vaster than empires, and more slow:
An hundred vears should 20 to praise -
Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze:
Two hundred to adore each breast:
But thirty thousand to the rest.
An age at least to every part, !
And the last age should show vour heart.
For, lady, you deserve this state,
Nor would I love at lower rate.
But at my back I always hear
Time’s wing'ed chariot hurrying near
And yonder all before us lie
Deserts of vast eternity.
Thy beauty shall no more be found,
Nor in thy marble vault shall sound
My echoing song; then worms shall try
That long preserved virginity,
And your quaint honor turn to dust.
And into ashes all my lust.
The grave’s a fine and private place,
But none, I think, do there embrace.
Now therefore. while the youthful hue
Sits on thy skin like morning dew,
And while thy willing soul transpires
At every pore with instant fires.
Now let us sport us while we may;
And now, like am'rous birds of prey,
Rather at once our time devour
Than languish in his slow-chapt® power,
Let us roll all our strength, and all
Our sweetness, up into one ball;
And tear our pleasures with rough strife
Thorough® the iron gates of life.
Thus, though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make him run.

10

]
n

30

40

45

11 vegetable i.e., unconsciously growing

40 slow-chapt slowly devq uring.
44 Thorough through.

YOUR TURN

1. Do you find the assertions in lines 1-20 so inflated that you detect be-
hind them a playfully ironic tone? Explain. Why does the speaker say,
in line 8, that he would love "ten years before the Flood,” rather than
merely “since the Flood"?

2. Explain lines 21-24. Why is time behind the speaker, and eternity in
front of him? Is this ‘eternity” the same as the period discussed in lines

1-20? What do you make of the change in the speaker’s tone after
line 207
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3. Whal do you think is gained by piling up verbs in lines 2-4¢

4. Do you find sexual references irreverent in a religious poem? (As al-
ready mentioned, Donne was an Anglican priest.)
LANGSTON HUGHES <

A biographical note and otber poems by Langston Hughes appear on pages

761-768 in Chapter 27

Dream Boogie (1951)

Good morning, daddy!
Ain’t you heard

The boogie-woogie rumble
Of a dream deferred?

Listen closely:
You'll hear their feet
Beating out and beating out a—

You think
It’s a bappy beat?
Listen to it closely:
Ain’t you heard
something underneath
like a—
What did I say?
Sure,
I'm happy!
Take it away!
Hey, pop!
Re-bop!
Mop! 20

Y-e-a-b!

YOUR TURN

1. What is boogie, or boogie-woogie?
2. Why did many whites assume that boogie was “a happy beat” (line 9)?

In fact, what was boogie chiefly an expression of?

MARTIN ESPADA
Martin Espada was born in Brooklyn in 1957. He received a bachelor’s degree
from the Universily of Wisconsin and a law degree from Northeastern Univer-
sity. A poet who publishes regularly, Espada teaches creative writing at the
University of Massachusetts-Ambersi.
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Tony Went to the Bodega g
but He Didn’t Buy Anything

para Angel Guadaliipe

Tony's father left the family

and the Long Island city projects,

leaving a mongrel-skinny puertorriqueio boy
nine years old

who had to find work.

Makengo the Cuban

let him work at the bodega.

[n grocery aisles

he learned the steps of the dry-mop mambo,
banging the cash register

like piano percussion

in the spotlight of Machito's orchestra,

polite with the abuelas® who bought on credit,

practicing the grin on Customers
he'd seen Makengo grin
with his bad vellow teeth.

Tony left the projects 100,

with a scholarship for law school.
But he cursed the cold primavera®
in Bostomn;

the cooking of his neighbors

left no smell in the hallway

and no one spoke Spanish

(not even the radio).

So Tony walked without a map
through the cirty,

a landscape of hostile condominiums
and the darkness of white faces,
sidewalk-scarcher lost

till he discovered the projects.

Tony went to the bodega

but he didn’t buy anything:

he sat by the doorway satisfied
to watch la gente® (people
island-brown as him)

crowd in and out,

hablando espanol,

thought: this is beautiful,

and grinned

his bodega grin.

*Bodega grocery and liquor store; in th

13 abuelas grandmothers. 19 primavera spring scasoi.

37 hablando espaiiol speaking Spanish

[1987)
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I'his is a rice and beans

success story:

today Tony lives on Tremont Street,
above the bodega

YOUR TURN

1. Why do you suppose Espada included the information about Tony’s
father? The information about young Tony “prac ticing” a grin?

2. Why does Tony leave?

3. How would you characterize Tony?

EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY
For a biographical note, see page 583.

Love Is Not All: It Is Not Meat nor Drink [1931]

Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink :
Nor slumber nor a roof against the rain: -
Nor vet a floating spar to men that sink

And rise and sink and rise and sink again:

Love can not fill the thickened lung with breath,
Nor clean the blood, nor set the fractured bone:
Yet many a man is making friends with death
Even as 1 speak, for lack of love alone

It well may be that in a difficult hour,

Pinned down by pain and moaning for release, 10
Or nagged by want past resolution’s power,

I might be driven to sell your love for peace,

Or trade the memory of this night for food.

It well may be. I do not think I would.

v

YOUR TURN

I. “Love Is Not All” is a sonnet. Using your own words, briefly summarize
the argument of the actet (the first 8 lines). Next, paraphrase the sestet
(the six lines from line 9 through line 14), line by line. On the whole,
does the sestet repeat the idea of the octet, or does it add a new idea?
Whom did you imagine to be speaking the octet? What does the sestet
add to your knowledge of the speaker and the occasion? (And how did
you paraphrase line 112)

2. The firstand last lines of the poem consist of words of one syllable, and
both lines have a distinct pause in the middle. Do you imagine the
lines to be spoken in the same tone of voice? If not, can you describe
the difference and account for it?

3. Lines 7 and 8 appear to mean that the absence of love can be a cause
of death. To what degree do you believe that to be true?

4. Would you call “Love Is Not All” a love poem? Why or why not? De-
scribe the kind of person who might include the poem in a love letter
or valentine, or who would be happy to receive it. (One of our friends

recited it at her wedding. What do you think of that idea?)
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SHERMAN ALEXIE

The sbortstory writer. essayist, poet, and film d
born in October 1966 and was raised on the §
Welipinit, Washington, located fifty miles nort
bigh school off reservation in the small town
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ng with a degree in American Studies. His books
cydancing: Stories and Poems (7992) Th
Heaven (7994), ana Reservation Blues (1995).

For anotber poem by Alexie, see bage 777,

Fvolution

[1992]
Buffalo Bill opens a pawn shop on the reservation

right across the border from the liquor store

and he stays open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week

and the Indians come running in with jewelry
television sets, a VCR_ 2 full-length beaded buckskin outfit
it took Tnez Muse 12 years to finish. Buffalo Bill

takes everything the Indians have to offer, keeps it
all catalogued and filed in a storage room.The In

dians
Pawn their hands, saving the thumbs for last, the

Y pawn
their skeletons, falling endlessly from the skin

and when the last Indian has pawned everything

but his heart, Buffalo Bill takes that for twenty bucks

closes up the pawn shop, paints a new sign over the old

calls his venture THE MUSEUM OF N.-\']'I\‘l;'.\;\-IERICAN CULTURES
charges the Indians five bucks 1 head to enter.

HENRY REED

Born in Birmingham, England, Henry Reed (1974- 1986) served in the British
army during World War JJ Later, in civilian life be bad a distinguished career as
a fournalist, a translator of French and Italian literature, a writer of radio plays,
and a poet, "Naming of Parts” draws on s experience as a military recruit.
Nawing of Parts [1946]
—_— o J

Today we have naming of parts. Yesierday,

We had daily cleaning. And tomorrow morning,

We shall have what to do after firing. But today;

Today we have naming of parts. Japonica®

Glistens like coral in all of the ncighboring gardens.
And today we have naming of parts,

4 Japonica shrub with glossy green leaves and showy fragrant rose-like flowers

trector Sherman J Alexie Jr. was
\pokane Indian Reservation in
bwest of Spokane. He went to
f Reardan, lt'usb.r'ngrun, where
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This is the lower sling swivel. And this
Is the upper sling swivel, whose use you will see,
When you are given your slings. And this is the piling swivel,
Which in your case you have not got. The branches 10
Hold in the gardens their silent, eloquent gestures,
Which in our case we have not got.

This is the safety-catch, which is always released
With an easv flick of the thumb. And please do not let me
See anyone using his finger. You can do it quite easy 15
If you have any strength in your thumb.The blossoms
Are fragile and motioniess, never letting anyone see

Any of them using their finger,

And this you can see is the bolt.The purpose of this
Is to open the breech, as you see We can slide it 20
Rapidly backwards and forwards: we call this
Easing the spring. And rapidly backwards and forwards
The early bees are assaulting and fumbling the flowers:
They call it easing the Spring.

They call it easing the Spring: it is perfectly easy 25
If you have any strength in your thumb: like the bolt,
And the breech, and the cocking-piece, and the point of balance,
Which in our case we have not got: and the almond-blossom
Silent in all of the gardens and the bees going backwards and forwards,
For today we have naming of parts. 30

YOUR TURN

1. How many speakers do you hear in the poem? How would you char-
acterize each of them?
2. Why do we include this poem in a chapter on “irony”?




