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ABSTRACT 

The reader's recognition and subsequent manifesta­

tion of tone in literature is a concern among writers in 

the field of oral interpretation. Little guidance, however, 

can be found to help him discover this elusive element in 

literary expression. Through the cinematographic concept 

of montage this study presents an approach to the isolation 

of ironic tone in Joyce Cary's The Horse's Mouth. 

Ironic tone dominates fiction today. A brief history 

of the evolution of modern irony begins the study. The 

roots of the modern ironic concept in literature are traced 

as they develop through four principal kinds of irony: (1) 

Socratic, (2) rhetorical, (3) Romantic, and (4) dramatic or 

tragic irony. The combination of these various kinds of 

irony, together with the idea of Arthur Schopenhauer's 

nihilism and with Cleanth Brooks's "pressure of context," 

gives rise to a definition of modern ironic tone. For the 

purpose of this study, it is defined as that quality which 

reveals the irreconcilable situation of man's senseless 

existence while affirming, at the same time, man's struggle 

to know himself and his position in relation to the universe. 

This tone results from the juxtapositioning of incongruities 

to produce "pressure of context." 

vii 
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Juxtapositioning of incongruities serves as the 

foundation for Sergei Eisenstein's concept of the montage 

trope in film. He believes that placing two filmic images 

in juxtaposition creates a third image equal to more than 

the content of either independent image or their sum. The 

thesis of this study is that, in an analogous manner, 

writers select and arrange literary images in juxtaposition 

to create the particular tone of a literary object. The 

principle of conflict, essential to juxtaposition, produces 

a "pressure of context" indirectly giving rise to the per­

vasive tone. This principle of conflict in the montage 

trope provides a link between tone in literature and that 

in film. 

The present writer develops this associational link 

(the montage trope) between literature and film into a 

critical means for isolating ironic tone. Ten specific 

cinematographic conflicts are described as tools used in the 

analysis of tone: masses, scales and volumes, conflict of 

planes, close and long shots, matter and viewpoint, event 

and its duration, graphic direction, audio-visual counter­

point, matter and its spatial nature, and conflict of 

depths. Brief excerpts randomly selected from modern 

fiction exemplify how the ten cinematographic conflicts 

function in literature. 

Finally, the writer analyzes the appearance of the 

montage trope in The Horse's Mouth. Several of the 



conflicts are found to operate in the novel. They act 

independently or in combinations to expose the central 

irony of Gulley Jimson's life. First-person narrator and 

hero of the novel, the old, destitute, neglected artist 

seeks an ultimate form for his epic paintings. He is 

cognizant all the while that his ironic predicament as 

finite man will prohibit him from capturing the infinite 

universe on canvas. The finite nature of his creations 

dooms them to destruction when new artistic forms of expres­

sion arise. All conflicts with the exception of matter and 

its spatial nature and conflict of depths serve to reveal 

the tragicomic character of Jimson's efforts to exist in a 

paradoxical world. 

The cinematographic approach, the employment of the 

montage trope with its specific conflicts, aids the precise 

identification of the pressure points in the ironic context 

of the novel. Through the cinematographic concept, the oral 

interpreter will find guidance as he seeks to learn how to 

recognize the tone of a literary object. The montage trope 

provides him with a refined method to assist his perception 

of tone. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Writers in the field of oral interpretation agree 

that an interpreter endeavors to learn how to recognize and 

how to make manifest the tone of a literary object. In The 

Art of Interpretation, Wallace A. Bacon indicates, briefly, 

the importance of discovering tone and, following I. A. 

Richards, he defines it as an attitude adopted within a 

work of literature toward its subject matter. Precise 

identification of tone, Bacon believes, aids the oral inter­

preter in "pointing to responses proper to its [literary 

2 . object's] audience." Don Geiger presents a similar view in 

The Sound, Sense, and Performance of Literature, quoting Lee 

Anderson who states that "in the teaching of poetry the most 

useful function of oral interpretation of poems is in deter-

3 
mmation of tone." Wilma H. Grimes and Alethea Smith 

1. I. A. Richards, in Practical Criticism: A Study 
of Literary Judgment (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 
Inc., 1929), p. 198, defines tone as "the perfect recognition 
of the writer1s relation to the reader in view of what is 
being said and their joint feelings about it." 

2. Wallace A. Bacon, The Art of Interpretation, 2nd 
ed. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1972), pp. 
498-499. 

3. As quoted by Don Geiger, The Sound, Sense, and 
Performance of Literature (Chicago: Scott, Foresman and 
Company^ 1963), p. 55. 

1 



Mattingly amplify this position, reinforcing Richards' 

statement that matters of style are matters of tone: 

Whatever his [the oral interpreter's] body and voice 
express will be taken as a sign of total assimila­
tion, and his adjustment and flexibility are his 
only means of creating rhythm, and indirectly, the 
tone, or pervasive feeling, of the work under 
consideration.^ 

Thus, these writers of textbooks in oral interpretation, 

among others, find that qualities of written style determine 

the tone of a literary object and, thereby, delimit the 

interpreter's style of presentation. 

Although the literature of oral interpretation 

stresses the importance of tone, little guidance can be 

found to discover the pervasive feeling of a literary object. 

"Tone," JerS Veilleux tells us, "encompasses all those 

delicate feelings that we describe in literature by words 

like 'attitude,' 'mood,' 'texture,' etc." How do we uncover 

these "delicate feelings" and embody them? Veilleux de­

clares only that we "must successfully introduce and sustain 

tone," never failing to recognize its unity overall and 

5 variations within a literary object. To David W. Thompson 

and Virginia Fredricks, "both style and tone are influenced 

4. Wilma H. Grimes and Alethea Smith Mattingly, 
Interpretation: Writer, Reader, Audience (San Francisco: 
Wadsworth Publishing Company, Inc., 1961), p. 220. 

5. JerS Veilleux, Oral Interpretation: The Re­
creation of Literature (New York: Harper and Row, 
Publishers, 1967), pp. 60, 139. 



by the author's total attitude and his arrangement of the 

imagined action in the story he tells." In addition, they 

offer examples from literature to support this general 

statement. Like Veilleux, however, Thompson and Fredricks 

provide little more guidance than that of their dictum that 

an "interpreter should take into consideration as a point of 

departure the way style varies in its degree of elevation 

6 and tone in its range of irony." 

Robert Beloof, on the other hand, proposes a five 

step system for the determination of tone in literature. He 

defines tone as the "total impression and meaning of a 

desired communication ... the sum of all factors that go 

into the given communication: inflection, quality and tone 

7 of voice, lexical meaning, and bodily gesture." Tone, for 

Beloof, "is the final proof that the reader has the full, 
O 

living grasp of the poem or story." He outlines his system 

to unravel the mystery of this "total meaning and impression" 

in this manner: locate, first, the functional signals; 

second, the denotation; third, the connotation; fourth, the 

dramatic environment and the "constant qualities of 

6. David W. Thompson and Virginia Fredricks, Oral 
Interpretation of Fiction: A Dramatistic Approach, 2nd ed. 
(Minneapolis, Minnesota: Burgess Publishing Company, 1964), 
p. 40. 

7. Robert Beloof, The Performing Voice in Litera­
ture (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, Inc., 1966), p. 144. 

8. Beloof, Performing Voice, p. 148. 
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individual words" within that environment; and, finally, the 

g 
oral dimension of a work. Once he successfully negotiates 

these five steps, the interpreter, Beloof maintains, may 

still fail to grasp completely the tone of a poem. Beloof, 

therefore, advises the reader to investigate "those larger 

elements governing the tonal usage of words," namely, mood, 

irony, and ambiguity."'"® 

In the early fifties, Robert S. Breen suggested that 

the cinematographic concept of montage would provide a re­

fined method "for the discovery or isolation of 'tone' (some­

times described as 'attitude')." Breen held that through 

indirectness writers present answers to persistent questions, 

such as "'What is the dominant tone of that particular 

scene?'." 

One of the ways in which poets and writers of 
prose achieve indirectness is by showing, rather 
than telling the reader what to feel. Their method 
of showing consists iri carefully selecting and 
arranging images which will evoke, by their juxta­
position, the appropriate tone. If the oral reader 
could discover the principles on which the images 
are chosen and arranged he might with more confidence 
interpret the author * s tone. 

It is our conviction that the principles employed 
by authors in ordering their images is analogous to 
the method used in ordering images in the making of 
films.11 

9. Beloof, Performing Voice, pp. 144-150. 

10. Beloof, Performing Voice, pp. 150-159. 

11. Robert S. Breen, "Montage and the Interpretation 
of Literature," Central States Speech Journal, III, No. 2 
(March, 1952), 15. 



Breen's suggestion to analyze tone through montage theory, 

however, has gone unheeded in the literature of oral inter­

pretation. 

A need still exists to discover some method, system, 

or tool that will help the oral interpreter to isolate tone 

in modern literature more confidently. The thesis of this 

study is that the cinematographic concept of montage does 

aid the isolation of ironic tone. The purpose of the study 

is to examine, therefore, the validity of montage as a 

critical tool for the isolation of ironic tone in a selected 

work of modern fiction. 

The first task will be to trace in the next chapter 

the history of irony, highlighting six major steps in its 

development and identifying four principal kinds of irony 

found in literary expression. That will lead to a defini­

tion of modern ironic tone. The writer will then investigate 

in Chapter III the analogous manner by which writers and 

filmmakers create tone, and he will examine the montage trope 

as a basic principle associating the creation of tone in 

literature and film. A "cinematographic guide" to tone will 

be presented in Chapter IV, and ten montage "conflicts" will 

serve as the basis for the proposed critical tool. In 

Chapter V, the writer will apply the cinematographic approach 

to an analysis of ironic tone in Joyce Cary's The Horse's 

Mouth. Finally, a summary follows to determine whether the 



montage trope as a critical tool aids the perception of 

ironic tone. 



CHAPTER II 

THE EVOLUTION OF MODERN IRONY 

Six major steps mark the historical evolution of 

irony. The first denotes the rise of eir'oneia as a term of 

abuse designed to characterize Socrates; next, Aristotle 

blends eironeia and litotes to mean verbal understatement; 

the third step arises with the Hellenistic and Medieval 

rhetoricians' generalization of irony to mean praise-

through-blame and blame-through-praise; the alteration of 

the rhetorical trope to a literary mode by the eighteenth-

century Augustan satirists indicates the fourth development; 

in the fifth step, the nineteenth-century German Romantics 

extend irony to a central principle in literary expression; 

finally, Bishop Connop Thirlwall in 1833 identifies 

"Sophoclean" irony. Prom these six steps, four principal 

kinds of irony will be identified: (1) Socratic irony, (2) 

rhetorical irony, (3) Romantic irony, and (4) dramatic or 

tragic irony. Furthermore, the present writer will formulate 

a definition of modern ironic tone which stems from combina­

tions of the four principal kinds of irony and from Arthur 

Schopenhauer's nihilism, as well as from a consideration of 
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the general cognitive principle that Cleanth Brooks terms 

the "pressure of context.""'' 

A History of Irpny; Socrates to Thirlwall 

The trope, though not the word irony itself, may be 

as old as coherent speech. Long before a concept was 

developed or a word was applied to this phenomenon, "leaving 

the truth to be understood from tone, gesture, or known cir­

cumstance" became "instinctive in the race." G. G. Sedgewick 

comments further that the essence of irony is "pretense . . . 

the purpose of which is mockery or deception of one sort or 

another; and its force .derives from one of the keenest and 

oldest and least transient pleasures of the reflective mind— 

2 the pleasure in contrasting Appearance with Reality." 

This tug between appearance and reality appears to 

be at work in Homer. Book XXI of The Odyssey tells of the 

treasured bow given to Odysseus by Iphitus. Challenged by 

Queen Penelope to win her hand in marriage by stringing the 

bow, several Suitors attempt and fail. Odysseus, present in 

the disguise of a beggar, plots with Eumaeus and Philoetius 

to obtain the bow while the Suitors debate about delaying 

the contest. As Telemachus strives to bring order to the 

1. See Cleanth Brooks, "Irony as a Principle of 
Structure," Approaches to the Poem, ed. John Oliver Perry 
(San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Company, 1965), pp. 196-
211. 

2. G. G. Sedgewick, Of Irony, Especially in Drama 
(Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto Press, 1934), p. 9. 
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scene by banishing Penelope, Eumaeus picks up the bow and 

delivers it to the "beggar." 

Odysseus now had the bow in his hands and was 
twisting it about, testing it this way and that, for 
fear that the worms might have eaten into the horn in 
the long absence of its owner. The Suitors glanced 
at one another and gave vent to some typical comments: 
"Ha! Quite the expert, with a critic's eye for bows! 
No doubt he collects them at home or wants to start 
a factory, judging by the way he twists it about, 
just as though he had learnt something useful in his 
life on the road!"3 

D. C. Muecke believes this account produced in the 

Greek audience of "nearly three thousand years ago, essen­

tially the same sort of effect as it has today." It is one 

of those "situations and utterances which we do not hesitate 

to call ironic."^ In his haste to prove the antiquity of 

irony, Muecke employs what J. A. K. Thomson thinks to be an 

unwise parallel. Examples or traces of irony have been found 

in Homer, says Thomson, "but there is a difficulty involved. 

What sounds Ironic to us may have been quite plainly meant 

by Homer. The same doubt awakens for the reader of any 

poetry widely removed from him in time or circumstance."^ 

Thomson raises the point that irony such as that discovered 

3. Homer, The Odyssey,, trans. E. V. Rieu (Baltimore, 
Maryland: Penguin Books, Inc., 1962), p. 326. 

4. D. C. Muecke, Irony, Vol. XIII of The Critical 
Idiom, ed. John D. Jump (London: Methuen and Company, 
Limited, 1970), p. 13. 

5. J. A. K. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Intro-
duction (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1927), p. 112. 
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by Muecke may reside in our own minds, not Homer's. "Comedy 

there is in him and even satire, very delicately done—at 

any rate when he is dealing with certain of the gods. But 

g 
not, I think—not intentionally—humorous Irony." 

Socratic Irony 

That the word irony was a Greek invention appears a 

certainty. Exact etymology of the word has never been 

traced. What history exists begins with the Greek word, 

eironeia, originally a term of abuse applied not to a use of 

7 language but to a general mode of behavior. The character­

istic eiron, according to Theophrastus and Demosthenes, 

evades his responsibilities as a citizen, practices sly de­

ception, mockery, hypocrisy, employs a non-commital attitude, 

conceals enmities, pretends friendship, and misrepresents 

g 
acts. In Plato's Republic, Socrates endures Thrasymachus1 

ridicule of him as eiron and his dialectic method as eironeia. 

Socrates provides the first clearly distinguished example in 

the development of irony and, consequently, becomes the first 

major figure in its evolution. As Thomson states, "Irony in 

the modern sense dates mainly from him [Socrates]. When he 

6. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 
p. 115. 

7. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 9; Thomson, Irony: An 
Historical Introduction, p. 5. 

8. Norman Knox, The Word Irony and Its Context, 
1500-1755 (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 
±961), p. 4. 



speaks one recognizes the accent of an unbroken line of 

9 successors down to Arnold and later." David Worcester 

deems it likely that Plato drew on literary sources to 

heighten the ironical aspect of Socrates present in the 

historical figure.''"® While acclaimed the wisest man in 

Greece, Socrates continually feigns ignorance and asks dis­

ingenuous questions to draw out his interlocutors. Thomson 

suggests that this situational irony arose from Attic Comedy 

as performed by Sacred Dancers. 

Normally it presents an Agon or Contest between 
two types of characters, the Alazon or Impostor and 
the Eiron. The Impostor . . . comes on the scene 
with loud vauntings and pretentions, but is finally 
routed by the Ironical Man, who proves to be no such 
fool as he sometimes affects to be. Here the actual 
word greets us. Let us consider this Eiron. 

There is only one way of understanding him, and 
that is through his relation to the Alazon. Eiron 
and Alazon are correlative terms, like Greek and 
Barbarian. Each explains the other; neither is 
intelligible apart from the other. The Alazon 
professes to be something more, the Eiron to be 
something less, than he is. As Cicero puts it, the 
former simulates, the latter dissimulates. 

According to Worcester, this ancient eiron survives 

in modern fiction. The Agon, however, disappears. Today's 

eiron uses irony for its own sake. "Irony thus used is a 

9. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 
p. 173. 

10. David Worcester, The Art of Satire (New York: 
Russell and Russell, 1960), p. 92. 

11. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 
p. 10. 
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confession of the soul's bankruptcy," contends Worcester. 

The modern "eiron is shown to be a pompous alazon" as well, 

and "this sort of irony turned back on itself is the natural 

vehicle for the writer who wishes to jar our civilization 

into the realization of its own frustration and spiritual 

12 chaos." Socrates was the first systematic ironist, and it 

is to those people who did not like him, who did not know 

what to make of his mode of behavior, and who taunted him by 

calling his method.eironeia that the credit belongs for the 

Janus-faced concept Worcester discovers in current usage. 

By exhibiting irony as a total mode of behavior, the Socratic 

eiron provides the first major historical step and the first 

principal kind of irony, Socratic irony. 

Through the influence of Aristotle the second major 

step in the history of irony comes about. "Beginning with 

Aristotle," says Sedgewick, "Socratic eironeia receives an 

enlarged interpretation." Because of the "notorious and 

habitual" importance given to Aristotle's pronouncements, his 

equating of eironeia and litotes fixes for all time the 

additional sense of Socratic irony as understatement. 

In fact, it was Aristotle who first made the precise 
formulation of irony as "a pretense tending toward 
the under-side" of the truth. ... He very sharply 
defines eironeia in that way in the Nichomachean 
Ethics, setting it off against alazoneia which is 
"pretense tending toward exaggeration . . . ." 

12. Worcester, Art of Satire, p. 108. 

13. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 10. 
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Aristotle not only establishes eironeia as understatement, 

but he also alters the Socratic connotation of a term of 

abuse by affirming eironeia as preferable to alazoneia. 

Those who depreciate themselves by understatement 
are evidently more subtle in character. For, it seems, 
their speech is not motivated by profit but by (the 
concern) to avoid bombast. They disclaim especially 
those qualities-which are highly valued by others, as 
Socrates used to do. When they discl'aim insignificant 
and obvious qualities, they are called "humbugs" and 
are more contemptible. . . . But people who make 
moderate use of self-depreciation and understate 
much of their own qualities as are not too noticeable 
and obvious strike one as cultivated. It is the 
boastful man who is evidently the opposite of the 
truthful man, because he is inferior (to the self-
depreciator). 

This sense that Aristotle put upon irony lives even 

in the twentieth century. Arthur Sidgwick assumes throughout 

his essay "On Some Forms of Irony in Literature" that the 

usual meaning of the term is understatement or "the contrast 

between what the speaker actually says and what we know or 

feel that he means to convey." He elaborates upon the 

reasons for the effectiveness of understatement. 

All language is worn by common use, and for uncommon 
cases is felt to be unequal to the full expression 
of the feeling. If we attempt to use the only 
language which appears to be adequate, we over­
shoot the mark; we do not express the real feeling 
to the hearer's mind. . . . Another reason, 
closely connected with the first, is what may be 
called the moral one. . . . The strength of a mind 
that is able to command itself is often found—at 
least in our northern and comparatively phlegmatic 

14. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Martin 
Ostwald (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1962), 
pp. 106-107. 
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natures—combined with emotions unusually strong, 
so that the restrained expression indicates a more 
massive personality, whose emotions and desires 
are deeper, and whose words are more impressive 
in proportion.15 

In 1969, Muecke more accurately classifies understatement as 

only one of several varieties listed under the heading 

X ft 
Impersonal Irony, his term for the dissembling ironist. 

With its movement from Socratic eironeia to 

Aristotelian understatement, the concept of irony has taken 

a second major step in its evolution. Aristotle's concept 

exists in pure form only in the Ethics, but he reveals 

aspects of the self-depreciator in Book III, Chapter XVIII 

of the Rhetoric where he presents irony as a possible 

strategy for persuasion by ridicule. 

As for the means to laughter: these are thought 
to be of some value in controversy. Gorgias said 
that we must ruin our opponent's earnestness with our 
jocularity, and his jocularity with our earnestness. 
His saying was right. The forms of the laughable have 
been classified in the Poetics. Some of the forms 
befit a gentleman, and some do not; irony befits him 
more than does buffoonery. The jests of the ironical 
man are at his own expense; the buffoon excites 
laughter at others.^ 

15. Arthur Sidgwick, "On Some Forms of Irony in 
Literature," The Cornhill Magazine, New Series, XXII 
(January-June, 1907), 500, 498-499. 

16. D. C. Muecke, The Compass of Irony (London: 
Methuen and Company Limited, 1969), pp. 61-62. 

17. Lane Cooper, The Rhetoric of Aristotle, Book 
III, Chapter XVIII (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 
Inc., 1932), pp. 239-240. 



This brief comment from the Rhetoric forms the basis for 

the evolution of irony toward its third step: irony as a 

rhetorical strategy. 

Rhetorical Irony 

The word irony, long discussed by rhetoricians, 

first receives definition as a rhetorical' strategy in 

Lampsacus' Rhetoric to Alexander in the fourth century B.C. 

By the second century B.C., irony ceases to reflect any 

Platonic quality as a base term, having been totally ab­

sorbed into the rhetorical strategy of saying one thing but 

18 meaning the contrary. In other words, Hellenistic rhetori­

cians generalized the concept to mean praise-through-blame 

and blame-through-praise, thereby establishing rhetorical 

irony as the second principal kind of irony. Later Greek 

and Roman rhetoricians add little to this usage as it passes 

from one to another. 

Cicero and Quintilian offer the only significant 

qualifications of rhetorical irony. Cicero views irony as 

part of the complete orator's equipment. He initiates a 

formal distinction between irony as a figure of speech and 

as a total mode of behavior. But Cicero's concern for the 

oratorical mind limits his conception of irony. He masters 

irony simply as a tool of oratory. Such mastery "does not 

spring from a sufficient depth in his nature to make him in 

18. Knox, The Word Irony, pp. 4-5. 
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19 any way original here." Norman Knox agrees and cites a 

passage from De officiis to demonstrate that irony "for 

Cicero does not imply a habit of thought or anything 

approaching a philosophical view. ..." 

Among the Greeks, history tells us, Socrates was 
fascinating and witty, a genial conversationalist; 
he was what the Greeks call e tpcov in every conversa­
tion, pretending to need information and professing 
admiration for the wisdom of his companion.20 

Quintilian more exactly distinguishes between irony 

as a figure of speech and as a pervasive habit of discourse. 

He divides irony into three phases: 

(1) a brief figure of speech embedded in a straight­
forward context ("trope"); (2) an entire speech or 
case presented in language and a tone of voice which 
conflict with the true situation ("schema"); (3) a 
man's whole life ("schema"): "a man's whole life may 
be coloured with irony because he assumed the role of 
an ignorant man lost in wonder at the wisdom of 
others.2 

Suggestive though the statement be, Quintilian never fully 

develops a philosophical description of irony as a habit of 

genuine thought. Thomson offers this reason for the failure: 

"The Roman mind was too positive and rhetorical to work out 

new values in Irony. It was not naturally Ironical like the 

22 Greek." Whatever the reason may be, Quintilian's codified 

19. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 
p. 216. 

20. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 5. 

21. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 5. 

22. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 
p. 233. 
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concept of rhetorical irony dominates for fifteen centuries 

following his death. Knox's dictionary of irony traces the 

rhetorical tradition from Rome to England through writings 

by Isidorus (600-630), Bede (c. 700), Gregorius the 

23 
Corinthian (c. 1150), and Thordynary of Crysten men (1502). 

With the appearance of Thordynary of Crysten men, 

the Latin word, ironia, first translates into English. The 

OED records the initial definition for the English yronye as: 

To say of hym selfe ony thynge of his feblenesses 
& necessytes, or of his synnes. .to the end that a 
man be renowmed & reputed humble abiect & grete thynge 
in merytes & deuocyons before god. .such synne is 
named yronye, not that the whiche is of grammare, by 
the whiche a man sayth one & gyueth to understands 
the contrarye.2^ 

This definition of irony as rhetorical strategy predominates 

in English from 1502 to the publication of Dr. Johnson's 

dictionary where irony appears as "'a mode of speech in which 

25 the meaning is contrary to the words.'" 

In Continental practice, the concept of irony 

reaches backward to its more classical Greek roots, breaking 

from the Roman rhetorical tradition. Thomson declares that 

a Renaissance for irony begins with Erasmus. 

I mention him here because plainly he was the 
master spirit in restoring to Europe the Greek 

. thing, Irony. 

23. Knox, Chapter Two, "The Meaning of Irony: The 
Dictionary," The Word Irony, pp. 38-98. 

24. Oxford English Dictionary, Vol. V, H-K (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1933), p. 484. 

25. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 31. 



18 

To estimate spiritual influences is a mechanical 
business, and I shall not attempt it. But observe 
that after Erasmus appear Cervantes and Rabelais, 
and Irony comes aqain into her own. Erasmus 
brought her from Greece. That is not a matter of 
opinion but of fact.2® 

Fact it may be, but for England nearly 250 years pass before 

Cervantes replaces the rhetoricians as a touchstone for 

irony. 

Knox cogently summarizes these two-and-one-half 

centuries. Three etymological stages in the English word 

irony take place from 1502 to 1755. During the sixteenth 

century, the word appears primarily as a technical term used 

by an author to air his erudition. Three words closely 

related to irony occur during this time. Antiphrasis is 

synonymous with irony; sarcasm refers to bitterness in a 

verbal attack; and allegory, taken from Quintilian and 

medieval rhetorics, means simply saying something other than 

27 what was meant. In the seventeenth century, the term 

irony "was customary and capable of natural use in an erudite 

context, but it was by no means a part of popular speech or 

even of general literary discourse." The third stage occurs 

in the first decades of the eighteenth century. Irony begins 

"to appear, though not widely, in general literary discourse; 

26. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 
pp. 233-234. ' " 

27. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 10. 
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then between 1720 and 1730 it settled into literary dis­

cussion and general speech as one of the conventional terms 

28 
of literary reference." 

Irony thus evolves through three major steps from 

Socrates to Aristotle to the Greek, Roman, and medieval 

rhetoricians. The eighteenth-century English Augustans serve 

as catalysts for the fourth major step in the history of 

irony. They sought to alter the rhetorical trope to a 

literary mode. 

Though Cicero and Quintilian describe irony as a type 

of jest, they see no extension of the word's reference as 

broad as the Augustan's standard for satire. Eighteenth-

century England capitalizes on the potential of "gravity of 

manner" to construct its irony from the raging, foaming 

tradition of satire and the objective, impersonal tradition 

of rhetoric. The Augustans reconsider Erasmus1 intellectual 

form of stimulation through irony and Cervantes' high bur­

lesque, and their irony crystallizes in the "mock-heroic and 

other varieties of irony . . . most effective when hidden 

29 under a mask of seeming gravity." The culmination of this 

development occurs in Jonathan Swift. 

A. E. Dyson states that in Swift rhetorical irony 

undergoes a "metamorphosis, to bring us nearer to Swift's 

28. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 24. 

29. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 167. 



inner vision of man and the universe. It ceases to be a 

functional technique serving a moral purpose, and becomes 

30 the embodiment of an attitude to life." The final impact 

of Swift's irony rises above a simple rhetorical strategy. 

Swift wrote Gulliver's Travels for Augustan gentlemen. "When 

Gulliver says of the Yahoos (his readers), 'I wrote for 

their amendment, and not their approbation,'" the metamor­

phosis Swift wrought on irony shines through the face value 

of the comment. Gulliver's Travels pleases by its very 

31 iconoclastic method. Swift's method succeeds because he 

consistently maintains the pleasurable mask of the exuberant 

and innocent Gulliver. Most early eighteenth-century 

ironists fail to maintain their masks throughout a work. 

Criticizing an imitation of his style, Swift demands recog­

nition of the consistent maintenance of a mask. 

This man hath somewhere heard, that it is a point 
of wit to advance paradoxes, and the bolder the 
better. But the wit lies in maintaining them, which 
he neglecteth, and formeth imaginary conclusions,-
from them, as if they were true and uncontested. 

The virtue Swift strives for becomes commonplace by 

1755. Knox analyzes the Augustan accomplishment as "pre­

cisely in that mode encompassed by the traditional concept 

30. A. E. Dyson, The Crazy Fabric: Essays in Irony 
(MacMillan and Company Limited, 1965), p. 2 

31. Dyson, The Crazy Fabric, p. 12. 

32. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 173. 
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of irony as a verbal device of blame-through-praise. This 

fact stimulated the elaboration of that concept but it did 

not stimulate anyone to extend irony into startlingly new 

33 
realms." But, as he later notes, the Augustan elaboration 

moves irony from the rhetoricians' classroom into the 

literary critics' marketplace. 

Thus by mid-century the old rhetorical trope irony 
had become a literary mode capable of the highest 
achievements and worthy of serious critical atten­
tion. More than that, a small body of theory had 
been evolved. It came not fully formed from the 
forehead of an Aristotle but arose out of the nature 
of the thing and the trials and errors of the 
Augustan ironists and their readers. And. it found 
expression not in a critical scheme but in the 
casual practical criticism of the time.34 

Though the Augustans add nothing startlingly new to. 

the concept of rhetorical irony, they accomplish the task of 

overturning fifteen centuries of the rhetorical tradition 

for England. The Augustans1 alteration of the rhetorical 

trope to a literary mode forecasts the extension of irony to 

a central principle in literary expression, the fifth step 

in the evolution of modern irony. 

Romantic Irony 

In Romanticism, particularly as developed in the 

German philosophers Friedrich Schlegel and Karl Solger, 

irony functions as a central principle in literary 

33. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 8. 

34. Knox, The Word Irony, p. 184. 



2 2  

expression. This fifth step in the evolutionary process 

produced Romantic irony, the third principal kind. 

Sedgewick believes Romantic irony of the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries took its cue from 

Socratic irony. 

Historically, Socratic irony is the most important 
of all the ironic forms: for on the 'one hand it 
brings us close to the earliest extant uses of the 
word in Greek, and on the other it is the matrix of 
all the ironies which the romantics of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries developed. 

More than a simple tug between speech and meaning or apparent 

situation and real situation, it consists of a complete 

posture of behavior. The Romantic ironic vision, however, 

takes the Socratic one step beyond posturing. Romanticism 

and irony exist as correlative terms for the German philoso­

phers. In combination the concepts produce a spiritual 

freedom capable of "viewing contradictions in the spectacle 

of life before it, and, in the case of the artist, a 

36 
creative power giving shape to that spectacle." 

The shape art gives to the contradictions of life 

serves more than the function of an indifferent medium of 

expression. To a Romantic like Schlegel or a Platonic 

philosopher like Solger, art moves through history affecting 

the mode of its expression, participating through its very 

35. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 12. 

36. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 20. 
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essence in the process of evolution. Art, especially 

poetry, becomes the supreme fact for these thinkers, "the 

privileged form in which the Absolute was supposed to reveal 

itself. A poetical interpretation of all philosophical 

37 problems sprang from this assumption." Therefore, because 

irony is the "recognition of the fact that the world in its 

essence is paradoxical and that an ambivalent attitude alone 

can grasp its contradictory totality," it assumes a prime 

3 8 role in the literary theories of Schlegel and Solger. 

Schlegel comments that "Die Paradoxie ist fur die 

Ironie die conditio sine qua non, die Seele, Quell und 

Princip, was die Liberal!tat fur den urbanen Witz." Or more 

39 succinctly and summarily, "Ironie ist Pflicht." Being 

itself an ambivalent attitude, irony can alone serve the 

artist as the attitude in which to grasp his subject, which 

itself is paradoxical. 

Irony is thus the self-consciousness of the creative 
mind which, not fettered by a single form, plays 

37. Katherine Everett Gilbert and Helmut Kuhn, A 
History of Esthetics (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 
1972), p. 372. 

38. Rene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism; 
1750-1950: The Romantic Age (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale 
University Press, 1955), p. 14. 

39. Friedrich Schlegel, Literary Notebooks, 1797-
1801, ed. Hans Eichner (Toronto, Canada: University of 
Toronto Press, 1957), pp. 114, 62. The first statement 
translates as "Paradox is the conditio sine qua non of 
irony, the soul, source, and principle, just as liberality 
is for urbane wit." The second statement translates as "Man 
must be ironical." 
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with all in sovereign liberty. At the same time, 
it expresses the psychological fact of the self-
consciousness that shuns creation and takes to the 
contemplation of its own abortive activity. ® 

Irony provides the artist with complete spiritual freedom of 

view; its own ambivalent nature provides the artist with the 

necessary conditions of objectivity, detachment, and a 

manipulative position from which to work.- Irony exists as a 

state "that rises over all finity," and "its dissolving and 

destroying power, even while carrying out destruction, pro­

vides freedom for perceiving the absolute.11^"1" It is a 

"state of godlike self-division and self-consciousness" in 

42 the artxst. 

Solger elaborates Schlegel1s literary theory into a 

fully articulated system for art. The world is paradoxical, 

and irony best recognizes this fact. No work of art can 

come into being which does not have irony as the center of 

its artistic activity. Schlegel and Solger appear similar 

up to this point, but, whereas the former makes room for the 

self-divided, self-conscious artist, the latter follows a 

more Platonic view. 

40. Gilbert and Kuhn, A History of Esthetics, p. 
379. 

41. Beda Allemann, Ironie und Dichtung (Stuttgart, 
Germany: Verlag Giinther Neske Pfullmgen, 1956), p. 84. 
Translation of this passage was done by James A. Pearse. 

42. Alan Reynolds Thompson, The Dry Mock; A Study 
of Irony in Drama (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1948), p. 64. 
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Solger sees art as human throughout, since it 

attempts, through finite objects, to duplicate the divine 

Idea. The beauty man sees in such a finite art object 

represents the hallmark' of his paradoxical existence. For 

Solger, the key paradox is that reality becomes so fixed in 

art that it is difficult for man to separate the ideal from 

the finite. As a result, the highest ideal and its finite 

conception dissolve through each other into meaninglessness. 

Understanding of this artistic principle comes through the 

43 
perception of irony. In other words, the work of art pro­

vides proof of the nothingness not only of a single man's 

idea "1. . . but of the whole human condition just where it 

is highest and noblest; it recognizes that this is nothing 

compared with the divine Idea.'" In this way, irony functions 

as the principle of art for Solger because it "teaches the 

44 artist that his work is symbol." The "godlike" spiritual 

freedom of Schlegel's irony disappears in Solger's ironical 

conception of art. 

As different as Schlegel and Solger may appear 

theoretically, their difference is one of degree and not 

kind. They are nearly father and son, initiator and per-

petuator of a nineteenth-century inclination toward the 

irony in literary expression begun in Germany. 

43. Allemann, Ironie, pp. 87-92. 

44. Gilbert and Kuhn, A History of Esthetics, pp. 
457-458. 
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Ren£ Wellek considers Schlegel to be the source for 

Solger's conception of irony as central to art, a concept 

Wellek finds "so striking an idea that Solger deserves re­

surrection today, when 1 irony>' though in a different sense, 

has again been exalted to a central position in a theory of 

45 
poetry." Beda Allemann not only notes Schlegel's contribu­

tion to Solger but also credits Solger with advancing the 

46 centrality of irony in art. Schlegel and Solger recognize 

the ironic condition which can only be realized and responded 

to if the artist relates to his work through irony. The two 

ironies, the predicament of man and the position of the 

artist, blend to form what critics now term Romantic irony, 

47 although neither Schlegel nor Solger called irony romantic. 

Originating in Socratic irony, Romantic irony echoes 

through the modern ironic vision in literature. Muecke, 

summing up the contribution of the Germans, calls their 

theory a "programme for modern literature." 

It recognized, to begin with, man's ironic predica­
ment as a finite being, terrifyingly alone in an 
infinite and infinitely complex and contradictory 
world of which he could achieve only a finite under­
standing, and in his art only a finite presentation, 
but a world for which he, and particularly the 
artist, the artist as God since there was no other, 
had nevertheless to accept responsibility and give 
it meaning and value. It went on to recognize that 

45. Wellek, The Romantic Age, p. 298. 

46. Allemann, Ironie, pp. 83-92. 

47. Wellek, The Romantic Age, p. 14. 
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implicit even in the artist's awareness and accept­
ance of his limitations there lay the possibility, 
through the self-irony of art, of transcending his 
predicament, not actually yet intellectually and 
imaginatively. 

Wishing to keep open the place of art in an open 
world, the theorists of Romantic Irony prescribed 
a 'dynamic' literature which would ironically accept 
and ironically express within itself the general 
ironies of art and of the human predicament at large 
and so preserve'itself against 'the destructive 
power of the world.'48 

Romanticism may be dead, but the arguments from 

Schlegel and Solger for irony as the highest principle of 

art provide twentieth-century literature with its meta­

physical foundation. Before a more detailed consideration 

of the modern ironic vision which descends from German 

philosophy, attention now turns to the last major step in 

the history of irony. 

Dramatic or Tragic Irony 

Thirlwall's 1833 essay "On the Irony of Sophocles" 

completes this survey of six major steps and introduces the 

fourth principal kind of irony, dramatic or tragic irony, 

recognized and practiced since Socrates. Thirlwall's contri­

bution in some ways continues the discussion of Romantic 

irony. He studies the German philosophy and theology of his 

time and provides a link between Germany and England for 

notions on irony in the nineteenth century. 

48. Muecke, Compass, p. 215. 
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Although Thirlwall's 1833 article owes much to 

German philosophy and literature, it also presents new ideas 

49 on irony. "On the Irony of Sophocles" ranks as a "land­

mark in the history of English dramatic criticism, and 

indeed a not unimportant event in the history of the 

language," asserts Sedgewick.^® It introduces five separate 

uses for the English term irony, either by direct statement 

or by implication. Sedgewick finds that none of the five 

uses antedates 1833.^ Thirlwall identifies ironies of 

detachment, fate, and three others in terms relative to 

drama—"Sophoclean," "tragic," and "dramatic" irony. 

The concepts of detachment and fate arise directly 

from the Germans. Thirlwall shares Schlegel's idea of 

spiritual freedom of view, commenting that 

the dramatic poet is the creator of a little' world, 
in which he rules with absolute sway, and may shape 
the destinies of the imaginary beings to whom he 
gives life and breath according to any plan he may 
choose. . . . From this [mimic] sphere [of his 
creating] ... he himself stands aloof.52 

Like Solger, Thirlwall views detachment and fate as operating 

in a paradoxical world where man's "hopes, fears, wishes, 

and undertakings" contrast with inflexible infinity. He 

49. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 20; Muecke, Irony, p. 
21. 

50. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 20. 

51. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 23. 

52. As quoted by Muecke, Irony, p. 22. 
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goes, however, one step beyond the Germans. Muecke explains 

the contribution in this manner: 

The contradictory outcome of events is ironical 
whether fortunate or unfortunate and whether the 
victim is an individual or a whole civilization; 
Thirlwall here seems to conceive of an irony 
without any ironist, which is a highly significant 
development. •* 

Thirlwall's next addition to German theory proves 

even more significant. Citing several plays of Sophocles, 

including Oedipus the King and Antigone. he asserts that 

irony resides in the attitude of the spectator, or, more 

precisely, in the situation observed. Here Thirlwall ele­

vates Schlegel's "irony-as-paradox" to a central theoretical 

construct in drama and, thereby, refines Solger's "art-as-

irony" to a precise critical stance. For instance, he 

examines Oedipus, citing the King's confidence that he will 

end the plague by finding Laius' murderer. "The spectator 

reflects 'how different all is from what it seems,' since 

54 
Oedipus is himself the murderer." Or, in discussing 

Antigone, Thirlwall sees irony in two contradictory truths 

set in opposition, an opposition which presents the hero 

55 with two impossible courses of action. "Sophoclean," or 

"tragic," or "dramatic" irony represents for Thirlwall the 

53. Muecke, Irony, p. 21. 

54. As quoted by Thompson, The Dry Mock, p. 145. 

55. Thompson, The Dry Mock, pp. 148-149. 
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phenomenon of the victim being ignorant of what lies pre­

destined for him, while the spectator possesses all the 

facts and watches the victim struggle to his tragic end. 

The three interchangeable terms—Sophoclean, tragic, 

dramatic—remain today the basis for scholarly criticism.^ 

With Thirlwall's elucidation and naming of dramatic irony, 

"all the principal kinds of irony that have been practiced 

56. Some controversy appears among twentieth-
century critics as to the interchangeability of the terms 
"Sophoclean," "tragic," and "dramatic" irony. In 1907, 
Sidgwick states unequivocally that Thirlwall's contribution 
to critical commentary on irony stems from "the useful word 
'dramatic irony' ..." (Sidgwick, "On Some Forms of Irony," 
p. 497). Sedgewick asserts in 1934, that the three terms 
are "common terms relative to drama" and that they "need not 
be distinguished" for his purpose (Sedgewick, Of Irony, pp. 
20, 23). In 1940, Worcester concurs, writing that "the name, 
Sophoclean irony, is sometimes reserved for the use of double-
edged language. Sophocles, however, employed it no more than 
Aeschylus or Euripides. It is best to regard the dramatic 
irony, tragic irony, and Sophoclean irony as interchangeable 
terms" (Worcester, Art of Satire, p. 118). Eight years later, 
Thompson takes issue with such interchangeable usage. He 
calls it confusing. Thompson differentiates dramatic irony 
from tragic or Sophoclean, stating that dramatic irony "is 
our term for irony of events when we see them on the stag.e. 
It may be tragic, but it may be comic, or horrible, or senti­
mental, or of some other intermediate type" (Thompson, The 
Dry Mock, p. 30). Tragic and Sophoclean irony become special 
cases of dramatic irony. A more recent commentary by Muecke 
expands Thompson's argument as well as reissues the warning 
of Worcester not to restrict the use of the term to double-
edged language. Muecke speaks not only of dramatic irony 
in reference to Thirlwall and Sophocles, but, under this 
classification, he goes beyond Thompson's definition to 
include non-dramatic literature such as the Bible or Mark 
Twain's Mysterious Stranqer (Muecke, Compass, pp. 104-107, 
137-147). 
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and all the classes of phenomena that we now regard as 

ironic have been, more or less clearly, recognized as 

irony."57 

The foregoing historical review delineates six major 

steps in the evolution of irony in. literary expression, 

which result in four principal kinds of irony: 

1. Step I. The rise of eironeia as a term of abuse 

slung at Socrates' total mode of behavior (Socratic 

irony). 

2. Step II. The elimination of pejorative connotations 

from the term through Aristotelian blending of 

eironeia and litotes to mean verbal understatement. 

3. Step III. The generalization of the term by 

Hellenistic and medieval rhetoricians to mean saying 

something but meaning the contrary (rhetorical 

irony). 

4. Step IV. The alteration of the rhetorical trope to 

a literary mode by the eighteenth-century Augustan 

satirists. 

5. Step V. The extension of irony to a central prin­

ciple in literary expression by the nineteenth-

century German Romantics (Romantic irony). 

57. Muecke, Irony, p. 23. 
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6. Step VI. The identification of "Sophoclean" irony 

by Thirlwall in 1833 (dramatic or tragic irony). 

Dissimulating "Eiron" to 
Nihilistic "Eiron" 

The brief historical outline given in the preceding 

section of this chapter supports the view that modern irony 

has its roots in Socratic irony. Demosthenes appears to 

have anticipated the modern eiron who dons a metaphysical 

mask hoping to escape the conflicts of illusion and reality. 

Demosthenes claims the eiron's mask is merely an alibi for 

denying participation in his own life. Such dissimulation 

ranks as man's paramount vice. The spirit desiring to 

escape from reality refuses to be pinned down on any issue. 

The dissimulator, therefore/ remains unambitious without be­

coming inactive. In the history of English literature, 

Chaucer exploits this Socratic manner. He poses as the 

detached pilgrim in The Canterbury Tales, "in the company 

58 but not quite of it," as Worcester says. Chaucer puts 

before his audience a persona whose ironic mask the audience 

59 easily detects. The pose results in penetrating humor. 

The dissimulating eiron, in short, "preserves his own de­

tachment instead of wooing the regard of anyone" and, yet, 

58. Worcester, Art of Satire, p. 98. 

59. Muecke, Compass, pp. 89-91; Worcester, Art of 
Satire, pp. 95-102. 
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remains "observant of every nuance despite his downcast 

eyes "60. 

The eighteenth-century flowering of satire depends 

for its most representative forms on Socratic dissimulation 

tempered by Chaucerian innocence.^ Ingenu irony evolves at 

this time as a delicate shading of Socratic irony. "Ques­

tioning innocence" marks the ingenu, who appears in the 

c o 
voyages imaginaries of the eighteenth century. Early in 

the century, the ingenu is depicted as a "simple soul," "a 

traveler who set down a narrative of his marvelous adven-

63 
tures upon his return." Gulliver's Travels stands at the 

pinnacle of English literary achievement in this form. 

Swift presents the reader with a false point of view as if 

he desires its acceptance. If one is to understand the 

literature, the reader must recognize this use of rhetorical 

irony, which complements the dissimulation. 

Akin to the dissimulating eiron, the ingenu receives 

a further twist in modern literature. Where Gulliver re­

veals overtones of hope for man in his "questioning inno­

cence," "the modern ingenu gives off no [such] overtones. 

60. Worcester, Art of Satire, p. 98. 

61. Worcester, Art of Satire, p. 102. 

62. Muecke, Compass, p. 92; Worcester, Art of 
Satire, p. 102. 

63. Worcester, Art of Satire, p. 103 
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The listening ear is frustrated, for the cleverness of the 

'little audience1 is reduced to folly, the eiron is shown to 

64 be a pompous alazon, a sphinx without a secret." Modern 

literature returns to the classical Socrates to present the 

passive dissimulator Demosthenes warned against. (For 

example, Holden Caulfield, though aware of the world's 

phoniness, cannot innocently question his environment. He 

remains passive.) Alan Reynolds Thompson explains that 

though passive to the world as it goes by, the modern 

ironist "is not indifferent to it, but whenever he has an 

impulse to act he reflects that reform is hopeless and 

rebellion perhaps worse ultimately than submission. Futility 

65 and vanity are his final terms for human effort." This 

position, from which the ironist operates in modern litera­

ture, gains an added dimension from aspects of Romantic 

irony. 

Schlegel's "Ironie ist Pflicht" precept follows 

directly from Socratic dissimulation. 

Socratic Irony is a unique form of conscious 
dissimulation. It is equally impossible to imitate 
it or to make it clear. ... It embodies and 
arouses a sense of the insoluble conflict between 
the finite and the absolute, between the impossi­
bility and yet the necessity of a complete communica­
tion (as between the two?). It is the freest of 
all licenses, for through it one is enabled to 

64. Worcester, Art of Satire, pp. 107-108. 

65. Thompson, The Pry Mock, p. 255. 
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rise above himself; and yet it is the most lawful, 
for it is absolute necessity.66 

This conflict of freedom and necessity, of life and death, 

Thirlwall identifies as the pervasive theme in Sophoclean 

drama. Just as rhetorical irony added a dimension to the 

literary use of the dissimulating eiron, the concept of 

dramatic irony finds its way into Romantic irony. Sophocles 

expresses "an unsurpassable contradiction between what 'is' 

67 
and what 'seems,' between reality and illusion." The 

German Romantics discover themselves in this stream of Greek 

irony, "because it ran deeper than any surface current of 

literature. The thoughts of men about life and death . . . 

themselves remain, and while they remain ca.n never fail to 

68 provide a sufficiency" of ironic matter. 

Schlegel and Solger find this sufficiency of irony 

in the unavoidable conflict between the ideal and the real, 

the infinite and the finite. "The question which is to be 

urgently asked is what are the conditions necessary for the 

production of a work of art that threatens to vanish at any 

69 time into a mere appearance of an appearance." The two 

66. Sedgewick, Of Irony, p. 16. 

67. Charles I. Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision In 
Modern Literature (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1969), p. 10. 

68. Thomson, Irony: An Historical Introduction, 
p. 235. 

69. Allemann, Ironie, p. 83. Translation of this 
passage was done by James A. Pearse. 
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German philosophers' formulation of Romantic irony accounts 

for an ideal model of meaning and truth, even if man fools 

himself by attempting to attain that ideal. The dissimu­

lating eiron.thus blends with the Chaucerian and seventeenth-

century ingenu and, finally, combines with the Romantic 

moralist and his view of the cosmos to prepare the stage for 

the entrance of the modern ironist. 

The modern irony that arises from a combination of 

the four principal kinds of irony rests on a cognitive prin­

ciple. The philosophy of Schopenhauer contains the seeds of 

this principle, in which his thoughts produce a transmuta­

tion from the dissimulating eiron to the nihilistic eiron. 

Wellek, summarizing Schopenhauer's position, states that he 

asserts the essence of the world, "the thing-in-
itself," to be Will, and that this Will "objectifies 
itself1.' in the world of appearance or idea, in 
stages leading from the inorganic world of matter to 
man. There is no God and Will is evil and can be 
overcome only by a revolt, a reversal of the Will, a 
recognition of the abyss, its negation through 
complete identification with others in pity and 
asceticism. Art is a second, inferior (because 
less permanent) way of negating the Will. In 
contemplating the world and thus recognizing its 
nature, the artist gives us a means of escaping the 
treadmill of the Will.^0 

Schopenhauer may find a blessed release through art, but he 

gains no deliverance from Will, the thing-in-itself, "un­

conquerable and immortal." Man can never bring dignity to 

life. He can never attain the moral view of Romantic irony; 

70. Wellek, The Romantic Age, p. 309. 



he can only face ennui head-on, as do the two tramps in 

Waiting for Godot. And like the two tramps, man "tries to 

close his eyes to the hopelessness of his situation by 

71 'killing time,the modern equivalent of dissimulation. 

Schopenhauer maintains that man's only task is to ask why he 

was born and why he- must die. Irony lies in the fact that 

no answer can be found, and yet the questions represent the 

limits of human knowledge. 

Charles I. Glicksberg acknowledges Schopenhauer as a 

"pioneer" in establishing the boundaries of metaphysical 

irony as it emerges in twentieth-century literature: 

If irony, as we maintain, springs from the in­
tolerable contradiction at the heart of life between 
man's craving for ultimate meaning and his inability 
to satisfy it, his irrepressible longing for the 
absolute and his confinement in a fragile envelope 
of flesh, his hunger for immortality and his 
victimization by the outrageous inevitability of 
death, then Schopenhauer must surely be acknowledged 
as a pioneer in formulating the ironic vision, a 
vision that is tragicomic in content.^2 

Glicksberg concludes his comments on Schopenhauer with this 

assertion: 

The tragic perception as it beholds the hoax that 
has been perpetrated upon mankind or as it embraces 
the myth of eternal recurrence, becomes comic or 
grotesque, paradoxical, desperately ironic. There 
is nothing to say and yet the unspeakable "truth" 
must be spoken. 

Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, p. 45. 

Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, p. 46. 

Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, p. 50. 

71. 

72. 

73. 
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Such an impossible Lebensanschauung can only be transcended 

through irony. 

Irony in modern literature thus results, generally, 

from the merging of the four principal kinds of irony. More 

specifically, Socratic dissimulation provides the foundation 

from which the cognitive principle of modern irony springs. 

Schopenhauer's concept of the "intolerable contradiction" of 

existence turns the dissimulating eiron into the nihilistic 

eiron. 

Modern Irony as "Pressure of Context" 

Born in the dissimulation of Socrates and the tragic 

vision of Sophocles and nourished in the spiritual freedom 

of Schlegel's moral paradox, modern irony evolves through 

Schopenhauer's nihilism into a general cognitive principle 

in the twentieth century. Brooks articulates this cognitive 

principle in "Irony as a Principle of Structure." He argues 

that irony is the acknowledgment of the "pressure of con­

text." Brooks defines context as the way in which "parts of 

a poem are related to each other organically, and related to 

74 the total theme indirectly. . . ." Such a principle of 

organic relationship becomes paramount for the modern com­

mitment to irony whereby indirection reveals theme. State­

ments operating in organic relationships bear the "pressures 

74. Brooks, "Irony," p. 197. 
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of context" and modify their meaning by that context. In 

fiction, the principle refers to the total ironic situation 

that forms the basis of a novel's plot. No single state­

ment, no single scene reveals the irony. Modern fiction 

reveals its vision through a series of ironic circumstances 

that lead gradually, to the final denouement. 

Brooks observes that precisely this pervasive nature 

of ironic tone provides modern poetry with stability: "The 

stability is like that of the arch: the very forces which 

are calculated to drag the stones to the ground actually 

provide the principal support—a principle in which thrust 

75 and counter-thrust become the means of stability." Only a 

complete comprehension of these forces as they create the 

"pressure of context" reveals the tone that arises indirectly 

from a literary experience. 

In his discussion of "pressure of context," Brooks 

insists that such a comprehension results when irony is 

recognized as a principle of structure. He finds in irony 

"the most general term that we have for the kind of qualifi­

cation which the various elements in a context receive from 

7 6 
the context." Commenting on the constantly high order of 

poetry which includes irony, I. A. Richards furthers Brooks's 

75. Brooks, "Irony," p. 201. 

76. Cleanth Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn: Studies 
in the Structure of Poetry (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
World, Inc., 1947), p. 209. 
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principle. Not only does irony stabilize context, it 

"consists in the bringing in of the opposite, the comple­

mentary impulses" characteristic of an aesthetic experience 

so that "many different impulses should enter . . . [as] 

expected in an experience whose ground-plan is a balance of 

77 opposites." This cognitive principle assumed by modern 

irony in fiction as well as poetry juxtaposes contradictory 

impulses not only to objectify their incongruities but also 

to stress the difference between them, thereby enabling each 

impulse to test the significance of the others as reliable 

guides to behavior in a paradoxical world. 

• What that significance is, irony does not say: it 
leaves that question up to the reader or audience. 
Irony preserves the seriousness of literature by 
demanding an expanded perspective on the action it. 
presents, but it preserves the integrity of litera­
ture by not limiting or prescribing for that per­
spective.^® 

To repeat, the ironic tone serves the "pressure of context" 

like gravity serves the structure of the arch. The cognitive 

principle of modern irony recognizes as absurd the belief 

that any one interpretation of man's hopeless plight must be 

77. I. A. Richards, Principles of Literary 
Criticism (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc.., 1925) 
pp. 250, 252. 

78. Northrop Frye, "Road to Excess," Myth and 
Symbol: Critical Approaches and Applications, ed. Bernice 
Slote (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1963), p. 14. 
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correct, since the "'co-existence of incongruities is a part 

79 of the structure of existence.'" 

Romantic irony particularly sees man's existence as 

a paradoxical juxtapositioning of incongruities. Modern 

literature presents such incongruities as irreconcilable by 

logic. Nevertheless, ironic tone reveals that man is free 

in his futile position only when he recognizes the futility 

of that position. Glicksberg states: 

The modern ironist, though he has no desire to see 
men suffer, is aware that the human condition is 
beyond remedy. His irony functions as the expres­
sion of a nihilistic Weltanschauung. If the object 
of satiric laughter is to abolish evil, the laughter 
of irony is designed to fuse the elements of comedy 
and tragedy. The ironist sees life as absurd 
rather than in moral terms of good and evil.®® 

Thus, the two tramps in Godot wait faithfully because they 

believe in "the mawkish gospel of the meaninglessness of 

81 
existence." Modern ironic tone, however, goes beyond mere 

nihilism.' Artistic objectivity becomes its chief character­

istic. Muecke affirms this view, stating that the modern 

ironist lives 

in the densely populated no-man's land between the 
old and the new differing from his fellow country­
men in that he knows where he is, knows, that is to 
say, that there are two sides and that he cannot 

79. From Samuel Hymes' The Pattern of Hardy's 
Poetry as quoted by Muecke in Irony, p. 22. 

80. Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, pp. 22-23. 

81. Archibald MacLeish, "Man's mass lunacy . . . 
fashion, not fact," Tucson Daily Citizen (Arizona), July 
31, 1972, p. 25. 
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take either side or bring them into accord. What 
he can do is to recognize them and, by presenting 
them ironically, transcend them—though not 
absolutely. 

In the words of Thomas Mann, such transcendence is a . 

property held in common by objectivity and irony. 

Objectivity and irony—what have they to do with one 
another? Isn't- irony the opposite of objectivity? 
Isn't it a highly subjective attitude', the ingredient 
of a romantic libertinism, which contrasts with 
classic repose and objectivity as their opposite? 
That is correct. Irony can have this meaning. But 
I use the word here in a broader, larger sense, 
given it by romantic subjectivism. In its 
equanimity it is an almost monstrous sense: the 
sense of art itself, a universal affirmation, which, 
as such, is also a universal negation; an all-
embracing crystal clear and serene glance, which is 
the very glance of art itself, that is to say: a 
glance of the utmost freedom and calm and of an 
objectivity untroubled by any moralism.83 

Whereas Brooks calls irony a principle of structure 

in modern literature, Mann declares it the base of art 

itself. The co-existence of incongruities in man's existence 

is reflected in the structure of literature. Accordingly, 

these incongruities are juxtaposed in a "pressure of con­

text" which allows paradoxical elements to qualify one 

another. 

Modern ironic tone can be defined, therefore, as 

that quality in modern literature which reveals the irre­

concilable position of man's senseless existence while 

affirming "his will to know himself and his place in relation 

82. Muecke, Compass, p. 130. 

83. As quoted by Muecke, Compass, p. 217. 
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84 
to the universe." Clearly, considerations of ironic tone 

extend beyond investigations of semantic movement produced 

by juxtapositioning alone. "Irony is a perspective on 

8 5 something, not a presence in it," declares Bert 0. States. 

To isolate that perspective, the present study will view 

ironic tone in modern fiction as that tone which results 

from the juxtapositioning of incongruities which produce 

"pressure of context." 

Conclusion 

In the foregoing pages the history of irony has 

been traced. It can be said that modern irony draws upon 

each of the following concepts: Socractic eironeia; 

Aristotelian understatement; Hellenistic praise-through-

blame and blame-through-praise; English Augustan literary 

modes of expression; German irony-as-paradox (Schlegel) and 

art-as-irony (Solger); dramatic or tragic irony extant in 

the spectator (Thirlwall); the nihilism of Schopenhauer; 

and finally, cognitive "pressure of context" (Brooks). 

The discussion of the history of irony has been 

introduced at this point because it provides the background 

against which montage, as a basic principle associating 

literature and film, may be best understood. In the next 

84. Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, p. 261. 

85. Bert 0. States, Irony and Drama: A Poetics 
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1971), p. 225. 
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chapter, attention will turn to montage itself and the link 

it forms between literary and filmic art. 



CHAPTER III 

MONTAGE AND THE CREATION OF TONE 
IN LITERATURE AND FILM 

In his 1939 essay, "Lessons From Literature," Sergei 

Eisenstein suggests that "what we need is a 'cinematogra-

pher's guide' to the classics of literature." In addition, 

he recommends study in how to read. "Literature- per se has 

as many means and circuitous expositions as there are ways 

of perception. But without our premises these mingled forms 

remain closed to us.""'" 

To understand how a "cinematographer1s guide" 

opens the "mingled forms" of literature, one needs to in­

vestigate the analogous manner by which writers and film­

makers create tone. Robert S. Breen believes that montage 

juxtaposition evokes the appropriate tone in either litera­

ture or film. Writers and filmmakers alike select and 

2 
arrange images by juxtaposition, the most general feature 

in the construction of filmic montage. In this chapter, the 

writer will describe Eisenstein's development of the montage 

trope as a solution to the creation of tone in film and will 

1. Sergei Eisensteinr Film Essays and a Lecture, ed. 
Jay Leyda (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970), p. 83. 

2. Breen, "Montage and the Interpretation of 
Literature," p. 15. 

45 
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examine the montage trope as a basic principle associating 

literature and film. 

The Montage Trope: A Solution to the 
Creation of Tone in Film 

Central to the development of Eisenstein's montage 

theory is his pursuit of the most effective solution to the 

creation of tone. His quest gives rise to the montage trope 

which resolves "one of the most difficult problems in con­

structing works of art, touching the most exciting part of 

our work: the problem of portraying an attitude toward the 

3 thing portrayed." The search begins during the early 1920's 

in the Proletkult Theatre. 

Caught up in a variety of cultural experiments during 

the early Lenin years, Eisenstein applies his scientific 

background to the arts: 

Don't forget it was a young engineer who was 
bent on finding a scientific approach to the secrets 
and mysteries of art. 

The disciplines he had studied had taught him one 
thing: in every scientific investigation there must 
be a unit of measurement. 

So he set out in search of the unit of impres­
sion produced by art! 

Science knows "ions," "electrons," "neutrons." 

Let there be "attractions" in art. 

3. Sergei Eisenstein, Film Form: Essays in Film 
Theory, ed. and trans. Jay Leyda (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, Inc., 1949), p. 150. Eisenstein's definition of 
tone closely resembles Richards' definition noted on page• 
1 of Chapter I. 
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Everyday language borrowed from industry a word 
denoting the assembling of machinery, pipes, 
machine tools. 

This striking word is "montage" which means 
assembling, and though it was not yet in vogue, it 
had every qualification to become fashionable. 

Very wellI 

Let units of impression combined into one whole 
be expressed through a dual term, half-industrial 
and half-music-hall. 

The two words were of pronouncedly urban origin 
and in those years we were all frightfully urban. 

Thus was the term "montage of attractions" 
coined. 

Had I been more familiar with Ivan Pavlov's 
teaching, I would have called the "theory of montage, 
of attractions" the "theory of artistic stimulants." 

Eisenstein further elaborates his initial concept of 

theatrical "montage of attractions" in a discussion of his 

1923 production, Enough Simplicity in Every Wise Man: 

An attraction (in relation to the theatre) is any 
aggressive aspect of the theatre; that is, any 
element of it which subjects the spectator to a 
sensual or psychological impact, experimentally 
regulated and mathematically calculated to produce 
in him certain emotional shocks which, when placed 
m their proper sequence within the totality, are 
the only means whereby he is enabled to perceive the 
ideological side of what is being demonstrated—the 
ultimate ideological conclusion.& 

4. Sergei Eisenstein, Notes of a Film Director, 
trans. X. Danko (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1959), pp. 
16-17. 

5. Sergei M. Eisenstein, "Montage of Attractions 
for the Production of A. N. Ostrovsky's Enough Simplicity 
in Every Wise Man," trans. Daniel and Eleanor Gerould, Drama 
and Theatre, ix, No. 1 (Fall, 1970), 10. 
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Thus, half-scientific, half-artistic, "montage of attrac­

tions" creates the obliquity rfecessary to fashion tone in 

art. The true meaning of "montage of attractions" resides 

in the interdependence among selected independent events and 

the reaction of the audience to the juxtapositioning of 

these events^. 

Eisenstein's experimentation with "montage of 

attractions" at the Proletkult Theatre led him to produce 

Tretyakov's Gas Masks in a real Moscow gas factory. The 

factory workers themselves served as actors. The audience 

followed the action of the play through a maze of pipes, 

turbines, and shafts. Elements of reality and the appeals 

of the circus used in the production brought about its 

theatrical failure. Eisenstein explains the inefficacy of 

"montage of attractions" in Gas Masks in this way: 

As we realized later, the real interiors of the 
factory had nothing to do with our theatrical 
fiction. At the same time the plastic charm of 
reality in the factory became so strong that the 
element of actuality rose with fresh strength—took 
things into its own hands—and finally had to leave 
an art where it could not command. 

In Gas Masks we see all the elements of film 
tendencies meeting. The turbines, the factory back­
ground, negated the last remnants of make-up and 
theatrical costumes, and all elements appeared as 
independently fused. Theatre accessories in the 
midst of real factory plastics appeared ridiculous. 
The element of "play" was incompatible with the 
acrid smell of gas. The pitiful platform kept 
getting lost among the real platforms of labor 
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activity. In short, the production was a failure. 
And we found ourselves in the cinema.® 

Shortly thereafter, his work in the theatre ended, and 

Eisenstein began to apply his montage-thinking to film in 

7 his first feature, Strike. 

His thinking about film concurs with Eisenstein's 

earlier theorizing about montage in the theatre. He re­

affirms the importance of indirectness, saying that in­

directness is essential to the effective creation of tone in 

film. According to Susanne K. Langer, through the use of 

indirection 

Eisenstein believed that the beholder of a film was 
somewhat specifically called on to use his imagina­
tion, to create his own experience of the story. 
Here we have, I think, an indication of the powerful 
illusion the film makes not of things going on, but 
of the dimension in which they go on—a virtual 
creative imagination; for it seems one's own 
creation, direct visionary experience, a "dreamed 
reality."** 

Eisenstein claims no credit for being the first film­

maker to realize the importance of juxtaposing images to 

create "a dreamed reality." In the early 1920's, a fellow 

Soviet, Lev Kuleshov, conducted several influential experi­

ments in his film laboratories which demonstrate that film 

6. Eisenstein, Form, pp. 8, 16. 

7. Jay Leyda, Kino: A History of the Russian and 
Soviet Film (New York: The Macmillan Companv# 1960), pp. 
180-181. 

8. Susanne K. Langer, "A Note on the Film," Film: 
A Montage of Theories, ed. Richard Dyer MacCann (New York: 
E.P. Dutton and Company,' Inc., 1966), p. 202. 
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"reaches the spectator just as the editor requires it to, 

because the spectator himself completes the connected shots 

and sees in it what has been suggested to him by the 

g 
montage." Edwin Porter and D. W. Griffith in the United 

States utilized montage for continuity and dramatic effect 

as early as the first decade of this century. In fact, in 

"Dickens, Griffith, and the Film Today," Eisenstein demon­

strates how Griffith's parallel montage arose from litera­

ture and, more specifically, credits Charles Dickens with 

inspiring Griffith's montage-thinking. Eisenstein cites 

Dickens' use of montage displacement of time-continuity, the 

close-up, frame composition, and the dissolve."''® To preface 

his remarks, Eisenstein offers Griffith's own testimony that 

these filmic methods can be found in Dickens. Eisenstein 

quotes the following from A. B. Walkley's interview with 

Griffith in 1922: 

He [Griffith] is a pioneer, by his own admission, 
rather than an inventor. That is to say, he has 
opened up new paths in Film Land, under the guidance 
of ideas supplied to him from the outside. His 
best ideas, it appears, have come to him from 
Dickens, who has always been his favorite author. 
. . . Dickens inspired Mr. Griffith with an idea, 
and his employers (mere "business" men) were 
horrified at it; but, says Mr. Griffith, "I went 
home, re-read one of Dickens's novels, and came 
back next day to tell them they could either make 
use of my idea or dismiss me."H 

9. 

10. 

11. 

Leyda, Kino, p. 165. 

Eisenstein, Form, pp. 211-213. 

Eisenstein, Form, p. 205. 
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Describing a passage from Oliver Twist in which 

Oliver, entrusted with the return of books to the book­

seller, "again falls into the clutches of the thief Sikes, 

12 his sweetheart Nancy, and old Fagxn," Eisenstein stresses 

the montage progression of the episode. He then lists the 

montage of interlocking story lines in this manner: 

1. The old gentlemen. 
2. Departure of Oliver. 
3. The old gentlemen and the watch. It is still light. 
4. Digression on the character of Mr. Grimwig. 
5. The old gentlemen and the watch. Gathering twi­

light. 
6. Fagin, Sikes, and Nancy in the public-house. 
7. Scene on the street. 
8. The old gentlemen and the watch. The gas-lamps 

have been litJ 
9. Oliver is dragged back to Fagin. 

10. Digression at the beginning of Chapter XVII. 
11. The journey of Mr. Bumble. 
12. The old gentlemen and Mr. Brownlow's command to 

forget Oliver forever. 

Eisenstein indicates that 

we have before us a typical and, for Griffith, a 
model of parallel montage of two story lines, where 
one (the waiting gentlemen) emotionally heightens 
the tension and drama of the other (the capture of 
Oliver). It is in "rescuers" rushing along to save 
the "suffering heroine" that Griffith has, with the 
aid of parallel montage, earned his most glorious 
laurels J14 

Although Eisenstein credits Griffith with the 

creative development of Dickens' parallel montage for 

dramatic effect in film, he extends Griffith's concept into 

12. Eisenstein, Form, p. 218. 

13. Eisenstein, Form, pp. 222-223. 

14. Eisenstein, Form, p. 223. 
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an aesthetic principle for cinema. Boris Ingster, a co­

worker, explains that Eisenstein "demonstrated that you can 

join scenes separated not only in place but also in time and 

content, and by so doing, you can create a new content 

15 derived from the effect of one image upon the other." To 

reiterate, montage is not just a simple succession of shots 

as used, for instance, by Griffith in the rescuing ride of 

the clansmen at the climax of Birth of a Nation. Eisenstein 

specifies 

that the juxtaposition of two separate shots by 
splicing them together resembles not so much a 
simple sum of one shot plus another shot—as it 
does a creation. It resembles a creation—rather 
than a sum of its parts—from the circumstance 
that in every such juxtaposition the result is 
qualitatively distinguishable from each component 
element viewed separately.^-® 

To assure that neither element dominates the new creation> 

he says, 

it was necessary to turn to that fundamental basis 
which equally determines both the content enclosed 
by single frames and the compositional juxtaposition 
of these separate contents with each other, i.e., to 
the content of the whole, of the general and 
unifying needs. 

Whereas the interaction of images, even incongruous images 

in compositional juxtaposition, accounts for the most 

15. Boris Ingster, "Sergei Eisenstein," Hollywood 
Quarterly, V., No. 4 (Summer, 1951), 382. 

16. Sergei Eisenstein, The Film Sense, trans, and 
ed. Jay Leyda (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 
1947), pp. 7-8. 

17. Eisenstein, Sense, p. 9. 
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general feature of montage, the content of either a single 

frame or several juxtaposed frames determines the tone, the 

unifying principle, of montage construction. The montage 

trope, therefore, solves the problem of the creation of tone 

in film by answering 

with what methods and means must the filmically 
portrayed fact be handled so that it simultaneously 
shows not only what the fact is, and the character's 
attitude toward it, but also how the author relates 
to it, and how the author wishes the spectator to 
receive, sense, and react to the portrayed fact.18 

The Battle on the Ice sequence from Alexander Nevsky 

and a selected sequence from Citizen Kane serve as examples 

in which a unifying tone is created through the montage 

trope. The climax of Alexander Nevsky takes place when 

Nevsky leads his troupe of Russian knights against the 

invading Teutonic knights on Lake Chudskoye and defeats the: 

attackers with a brilliant maneuver based on knowledge of 

the April ice. Eisenstein's film celebrates Nevsky's genius. 

But more importantly, it emphasizes how the event produces 

in the Russian people a consciousness of their strength as a 

unified nation. This sense of strength is the "unifying" 

tone that Eisenstein seeks to convey. 

Upon visiting Lake Ilmen, he conceives of "a 

magnificent symphony of ice brilliantly photographed" on the 

"boundless expanse of ice and snow clouds." His enthusiasm 

soars: "What boundless scopeI How many temptations it 

18. Eisenstein, Form, p. 151. 



offers to screen Russian winter, crystal-like ice, snow­

storms, traces on the snow, hoar-frosted beards and 

19 moustaches J" But the temptations fail to materialize as 

delays in the script-writing postpone the shooting. Faced 

with the alternative of "real ice" a year hence or "real 

valour" now, Eisenstein chooses the latter. Filming of the 

Battle on the Ice, therefore, is done in the heat of July, 

20 1938, outside Moscow. A "winter formula" rather than a 

"symphony of ice" becomes the unifying tonal principle for 

the sequence. 

What we took was the most important aspect of 
winter—its proportions of light and sound, the 
whiteness of the ground [created by a thick layer 
of chalk and liquid glass] and the darkness of the 
sky. We took the winter formula, so we had no need, 
to lie, for the formula corresponded to the truth. 

In The Film Sense, Eisenstein details the relation­

ship between picture and music that created the tonal 

montage of the sequence through a precise formula of light 

22 and sound. Nevsky, Eisenstein1s first sound-film, is 

particularly cinematographic because of this picture/music 

formulation. The montage of image and music in the Battle 

on the Ice leads "the spectator's attention through the 

40-41. 

19. Eisenstein, Notes, p. 41. 

20. Eisenstein, Notes, illustrations between pp. 

21. Eisenstein, Notes, p. 42. 

22. Eisenstein, Sense, pp. 174-216. 
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exact path and with the exact sequence prescribed by the 

23 author of the composition." For instance, tracing the 

melodic pattern of Sergei Prokofiev's musical score in the 

air with one's hand suggests the compositional movement of 

two successive shots, one establishing Nevsky on Raven Rock 

high above the ice in a long shot, with the other, also a 

long shot, fixing the approaching Teutonic knights low 

against the horizon across the ice. Both the score and the 

visuals contain a rising arch (Nevsky) which drops off 

sharply from its peak and changes into a low horizontal 

line (Teutonic knights). "In other words, exactly the same 

motion lies at the base of both the musical and the plastic 

24 structures." 

Eisenstein repeats this rise and fall pattern to 

build suspense for the impending battle. The repetition 

serves, he says, to strengthen the tonal unifier, patriotism. 

With each summit of tension ("Is the enemy in sight?") and 

release ("The enemy is not yet in sight") the montage moves 

25 ahead. The sequence progresses gradually from long to 

close shots until the concrete activity of struggle begins. 

As Eisenstein concludes: 

23. 

24. 

25. 

Eisenstein, Sense, p. 190. 

Eisenstein, Sense, p. 178. 

Eisenstein, Sense, pp. 212-213. 



The very order in which these dimensions change 
forms a definitely growing line—from unsubstantial, 
vaguely alarming "play of light" (the fade-in) up to 
the clear, concrete human action, the activity of 
realistic characters, realistically awaiting a 
realistic foe.2^ 

The full impact of the trope, therefore, builds "not 

through inference, but . . . directly in frames and in the 

27 course of composition." In other words-, montage juxta­

poses separate shots to produce a "synthesis of one's theme. 

This is the image, incorporating the theme." In the view of 

Eisenstein, the artist constructs the image embodying his 

theme through 

partial representations which, in their combination 
and juxtaposition, shall evoke in the consciousness 
and feelings of the spectator, reader, or auditor, 
that same initial general image which originally 
hovered before the creative artist.2** 

To comprehend more fully the nature of the montage 

trope used in The Battle on the Ice, one needs to understand 

Eisenstein's meaning of "partial representation" and "image. 

Briefly, "partial representation" denotes a particular 

instance requiring little explanation, whereas "image" 

signifies an interpretation of the "representation." Eisen­

stein offers the example of a clock face as a "representa­

tion" of a geometrical figure. Once provided with a 

mechanism which steadily moves the hands, the clock face 

26. Eisenstein, Sense, p. 214. 

27. Eisenstein, Sense, p. 215. 

28. Eisenstein, Sense, pp. 30-31. 
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changes into an "image" of time. The "representation" and 

the "image" are so fused "that only under special conditions 

do we distinguish the geometrical figure formed by the hands 

29 on the dial of the clock from the concept of time." 

In Citizen Kane, through the montage trope, Orson 

Welles, also, heightens one of the film's tonal unifiers, 

the moral and emotional hollowness of Charles Foster Kane. 

Here is the sequence: Susan Alexander leaves Kane following 

an argument punctuated finally by the high, prolonged 

screech of a cockatoo. She departs from her room through a 

seemingly endless series of doors. Kane, enraged, charges 

around her room like a wounded elephant destroying whatever 

he touches. Suddenly, he finds the "Rosebud" crystal-ball 

in his hand, halts the rampage, and walks, mesmerized, into 

the corridor. The vast baroque hall is black with emptiness. 

Two wall-sized mirrors placed opposite one another reflect 

endless images of Kane. Moments before entering the hall, 

he had ransacked the boundless wealth of Xanadu; now, that 

material wealth reflects the bare stage of sterile human 

relationships he faces. Each separate representation in the 

sequence merges in juxtaposition to create the image, the 

tone, "so that something is communicated to us, the specta­

tors, which could not be communicated in any other way, so 

that we can say of it, as we may say of poetry, 'that the 

29. Eisenstein, Sense, p. 12. 



58 

thing said cannot be distinguished from the way of saying 

if . . ,»3° 

Both Alexander Nevsky and Citizen Kane demonstrate 

that the structural principle of montage reveals tone 

through the indirection of the organic relationship which 

juxtaposed representations bear on each other under the 

"pressure of context." Montage, then, creates an "image" by 

juxtaposing two or more existent "representations." In 

short, the creation of tone, for which Eisenstein aimed, 

emanates from the indirect pressure images bear on one 

another and the modification they receive in their montage 

context. 

The Montage Trope: A Link Between 
Literature and Film 

The technique of juxtaposing images to act one 

against the next constitutes the most general feature of the 

montage trope in the creation of tone in film. What follows 

is an investigation of this feature of the trope in litera­

ture. Writers often juxtapose images in a manner similar to 

that of filmmakers to create tone through "pressure of con­

text." For illustration of the analogous use of the filmic 

device in literature, examples will be taken from T. S. 

Eliot, Kenneth Patchen, Bernard Malamud, and Ezra Pound. 

The montage trope provides these writers with a structural 

30. Ernest Lindgren, The Art of the Film (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1963), p. 194. 



principle whereby "pressure of context" reveals tone, in 

particular a tone of disparity and incongruity or of irony. 

The montage trope indirectly insists on the dis­

parity of images. Robert Richardson indicates that such a 

filmic technique is ideally suited to merge divergent 

situations. 

One image plays against the next, the old can be 
pushed up against the new, the tender with the 
harsh, the lovely with the sordid . . . [to achieve] 
that overpowering sense of the disparity between 
what life has been or could be, and what it 
actually is.^l 

Similarly, Wylie Sypher calls montage effects in literature 

"cinematic." "Even the 'metaphysical complexities' admired 

by the New Critics are cinematic," Sypher contends "for 

'ambiguity' and 'irony' are said to bring together conflic­

ting moods, and do not arise from alterations of mood, as in 

32 comic relief, but from juxtaposition." 

Eliot, for instance, creates a tone of disparity and 

incongruity through montage in "The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock": 

In the room the women come and go 
Talking of Michelangelo. 

And indeed there will be time 
To wonder, "Do I dare?" and, "Do I dare?" 
Time to turn back and descend the stair, 

31. Robert Richardson, Literature and Film 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1969), pp. 114-115. 

32, Wylie Sypher, Rococo to Cubism in Art and 
Literature (New York: Random House, 1960), p. 286. 
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With a bald spot in the middle of my hair— 
(They will say: "How his hair is growing thin!") 
My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to 

the chin, 
My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a 

simple pin— 
(They will say: "But how his arms and legs are 

thin!") 
Do I dare 
Disturb the universe? 
In a minute there is time 
For decisions and revisions which a minute will 

reverse.^ 

The representations are of the women who "come and go," of 

Prufrock's gentlemanly appearance, of those who criticize 

his physical decay, and of his inner struggle with "Do I 

dare?" These fuse to create an image of Prufrock's moral 

ennui and indecision. He "shows" himself to be insecure and 

possessed of a special talent for indecision through the 

montage trope. 

Eliot juxtaposes more concrete and incongruous 

elements to produce the tone of "The Fire Sermon," from "The 

Waste Land." The section opens: 

The river's tent is broken: the last fingers 
of leaf 

Clutch and sink into the wet bank. The wind 
Crosses the brown land, unheard. The nymphs 

are departed. 
Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song. 
The river bears no empty bottles, sandwich papers, 
Silk handerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigarette ends 
Or other testimony of summer nights. The nymphs 

are departed. 
And their friends, the loitering heirs of city 

directors; 

33. T. S. Eliot, The Complete Poems and Plays, 1909-
1950 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1952) p. 4. 
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Departed, have left no addresses. 
By the waters of Leman I sat down and wept . . . 
Sweet Thames, run softly till I end my song, 
Sweet Thames, run softly, for I speak not loud 

or long. 
But at my back in a cold blast I hear 
The rattle of the bones, and chuckle spread from 

ear to ear.3^ 

No obvious commentary links the divergent references. Juxta­

position provides the comment of an ironic criticism of 

modern life. The tone resides in every fragment's being 

organically functional in the organically conceived whole. 

The ironic criticism of life is complex and oblique. 

Eliot alludes to Spenser1s "Prothalamion" in the 

early lines. Cleanth Brooks comments on the sharp contrast 

between Spenser's and Eliot's river scenes: 

The paramours are now "the loitering heirs of city 
directors," and, as for the nuptials of Spencer's 
Elizabethan maidens, in the stanzas which follow 
we learn a great deal about those. . . . 

The waters of the Thames are also associated with 
those of Leman—the poet in the contemporary waste 
land is in a sort of Babylonian Captivity." 

The use of literary allusions demonstrates how Eliot works 

from tradition to capture the essence of his own age. For 

instance, Andrew Marvell's lines 

34. Eliot, Complete Poems, pp. 42-43. 

35. Cleanth Brooks, "The Waste Land: Critique of 
the Myth," Twentieth Century Interpretations: A Collection 
of Critical Essays on "The Waste Land," ed. Jay Martin 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968), 
p. 71. 



But at my back I always hear 
Time's winged chariot hurrying near 

are alluded to twide in "The Fire Sermon." Each time the 

reference appears it acts in a discordant context which 

accents the sterile tone of this section. The first refer­

ence clashes with Marvell's original and with the Thames-

nymph motif. "Time's winged chariot" transmutes to a 

macabre "rattler of the bones" who mocks the speaker with a 

"chuckle from ear to ear." 

The montage structure in the second reference 

doubles in complexity: 

But at my back from time to time I hear 
The sound of horns and motors, which shall bring 
Sweeney to Mrs. Porter in the spring.37 

First, Eliot's lines update Marvell's chariot to an auto­

mobile. Secondly, the "sound of horns and motors" refers to 

Day's "Parliament of Bees," according to Eliot's notes. Day 

speaks of "horns and hunting" and the joyful bringing of 

38 "Actaeon to Diana in the spring." But montage jerks Day's 

pastoral scene from its context. Eliot juxtaposes the 

picture of neglected bones "Rattled by the rat's foot only" 

with noisy London traffic carrying Sweeney to what one 

36. Andrew Marvell, "To His Coy Mistress," The 
Norton Anthology of English Literature, Vol. 1, ed. M. H. 
Abrams (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1962), 
p. 868. 

37. Eliot, Complete Poems, p. 43. 

38. Eliot, Complete Poems, p. 52. 
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supposes will be some vulgar rendezvous with Mrs. Porter. 

The scene strikes a sharp discord in relation to the 

allusion and produces a tone of "sterile burning lust" under 

"pressure of context." 

Brooks and Allen Tate both identify the scene 

contrasting Tiresias with the "young man carbuncular" as the 

culmination of the tone of disparity in "The Fire Sermon." 

Like the second allusion to Marvell, this scene functions 

through a montage trope that juxtaposes not only elements in 

the formal context of the passage but also contrasts Eliot's 

incorporation of literary allusions with their original 

context. In this instance, Brooks concludes that "the 

essential horror of the act which Tiresias witnesses in the 

poem is that it is not regarded as sin at all [as in the 

case of Oedipus]—is perfectly casual, is merely the copula-

3 9 tion of beasts." Tate finds the scene ironic for that 

reason and "perhaps the most profound vision that we have of 

40 modern man." 

The resemblance between montage construction in "The 

Waste Land" and Eisenstein's first feature film, Strike, 

receives close examination by David Sylvester: 

39. Brooks, "Myth," p. 73. 

40. Allen Tate, "T. S. Eliot," Twentieth Century 
Interpretations; A Collection of Critical Essays on "The 
Waste Land," ed. Jay Martin (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968), p. 32. 
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Its [Strike's] method is closely analogous to that 
of a poem with which it is almost exactly contem­
porary—The Waste Land. It is alike in that it 
operates through the rhythmic relationship of 
scattered images, each of them precisely concrete 
yet also symbolic, the juxtaposition of which 
startles and surprises, yet not because the connec­
tion is purely irrational (as in surrealist 
montage) but because it reveals itself only as the 
whole thing works itself out, which it does, not in 
a continuous narrative, but symphonically, in a 
series of self-contained but thematically related 
movements. It is, again, like The Waste Land in 
that it has no hero and heroine but only, so to 
speak, supporting characters, some of whom reappear 
from time to time and with each reappearance are more 
meaningfully involved in the complex of the action as 
a whole—characters whose death is foreshadowed and 
then seen (like Eliot's Phoenician sailor and 
Eisenstein's little girl), characters sketched in as 
grotesque caricatures (like Eliot's plebian women in 
a pub and Eisenstein's "riff-raff" living in holes 
in the ground), and characters kept carefully in view 
for a time to be minutely, lingeringly, sardonically 
observed (like Eliot's queenly woman at her toilet 
and Eisenstein's company chairman with his port).^l 

Eliot's irony in both "Prufrock" and "The Waste Land" reaches 

beyond the literal meaning of the lines. The tone of these 

two poems, like the tone of Eisenstein's filmic images, comes 

not from rhetorical irony but from a montage trope whose 

"pressure of context" unites incongruous representations 

into synthesizing images. 

In his poem, "Street Corner College," Patchen fuses 

concrete objects of action with abstract concepts to create 

a tone of alienation and disparity that he witnesses in his 

generation: 

41. David Sylvester, "Strike," New Statesman, LVI, 
No. 1439 (October 11, 1958), 49117" ~ 
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Next year the grave grass will cover us. 
We stand now, and laugh; 
Watching the girls go by; 
Betting on slow horses; drinking cheap gin. 
We have nothing to do; nowhere to go; nobody. 

Last year was a year ago; nothing more. 
We weren't younger then; nor older now. 

We manage to have the look that young men have; 
We feel nothing behind our faces, one way or the 

other. 

We shall probably not be quite dead when we die. 
We were never anything all the way; not even 

soldiers. 

We are the insulted, brother, the desolate boys. 
Sleepwalkers in a dark and terrible land, 
Where solitude is a dirty knife at our throats. 
Cold stars watch us, chum, .^ 
Cold stars and the whores. 

Juxtapositioning the alien actions and concepts creates a 

"pressure of context" when the speaker attempts to order the 

disorder he sees in modern life. His picture of "solitude" 

as a "dirty knife" which threatens "desolate boys" helps to 

circumscribe the powerful forces acting against him in the 

final stanza. Distance, sterility, and unfeeling connections 

with surrounding life, all, function in the final image that 

juxtaposes "cold stars" and "whores." The derisive "chum" 

establishes a framework for the final ironic comment and 

points to the title which also utilizes the montage trope to 

oppose "street corner" and "college." The simultaneity of 

all the representations combines to convey an image of a 

42. Kenneth Patchen, Collected Poems of Kenneth 
Patchen (New York: New Directions Publishinq Corporation, 
1967), p. 74. 
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coercive order which leads the speaker to a moral ennui 

matching Prufrock's. 

Patchen employs the pressure of the montage trope by 

simultaneously representing concrete and abstract concepts. 

This use further evidences the capacity of the trope to 

43 "almost ideally . ... handle the theme of disparity." What 

Gaeton Picon says about the poems of Jacques Prevert holds 

true in "Street Corner College": "'The poetry is in the 

pacing—in the act of going from one image to the next, from 

one object to another object; and the poem is often a cine-

44 
matic montage, a series of cuttings.'" The montage trope 

stresses, in other words, that "the action or speech and its 

position in a series become more important than any prop-

45 
erties of the symbols of notation." The artistry lies in 

the progression of images, not in the isolated representa­

tions. 

Malamud utilizes "pressure of context" in like 

manner to create ironic tone through the technique of 

montage in his short story, "The Magic Barrel." Leo Finkle, 

a rabbinical student in search of a wife, displays Prufrock's 

insecurity and indecision in his dealings with Pinye Salzman, 

43. Richardson, Literature and Film, p. 114. 

44. As quoted by William E. Baker, Jacques Prevert 
(New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1967), p. 100. 

45. Baker, Jacques Prevert, pp. 103-104. 
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a match-maker. The Jewish tradition holds Finkle captive 

in his own sterile waste land. 

Finally, a picture of Stella, the sinful daughter of 

Salzman, arouses Finkle to seek his redemption. He does not 

know who the girl is, and Salzman only reluctantly divulges 

her identity. The match-maker arranges a meeting against 

his wishes. The meeting concludes the story: 

Leo was informed by letter that she would meet 
him on a certain corner, and she was there one spring 
night, waiting under a street lamp. He appeared 
carrying a small bouquet of violets and rosebuds. 
Stella stood by the lamp post, smoking. She wore 
white and red shoes, which fitted his expectations, 
although in a troubled moment he had imagined the 
dress red, and only the shoes white. She waited 
uneasily and shyly. From afar he saw that her eyes— 
clearly her father's—were filled with desperate 
innocence. He pictured, in her, his own redemption. 
Violins and lit candles revolved in the sky. Leo 
ran forward with flowers outthrust. 

Around the corner, Salzman, leaning against a 
wall, chanted prayers for the dead.46 

Juxtaposed representations of light and color create 

the tone of the scene. Finkle arrives with "violets and 

rosebuds," implying emotions much deeper than mere eroticism. 

The next image depicts Stella smoking by the lamp post. She 

defies the religious tradition of her father,, a fact that 

pleases the frustrated Finkle. Moreover, her attire fits 

his expectations of shamelessness, even if a red dress would 

more definitely certify her wild nature. The dominance of 

46. Bernard Malamud, "The Magic Barrel," The 
Experience of Literature, ed. Lionel Trilling (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1967) , pp. 808-809. 
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the pure color highlighted with red suggests Stella may not 

be completely "without shame" as old Salzman earlier pro­

claims. Nevertheless, for Finkle, Stella represents "his 

own redemption." In a transcendental, nearly religious 

moment he dashes forth into the light of both the lamp and 

his vision to embrace sin. His painful redemption from a 

pious tradition ironically appears less grotesque and sordid 

than Salzman's "chanted prayers for the dead." The ultimate 

irony, however, may be that old Salzman, hidden around the 

corner, planned the Leo-Stella match all along. 

The position of the separate representations becomes 

more important than their specific denotations in the final 

paragraphs of "The Magic Barrel." Malamud, like Eliot and 

Patchen, deliberately juxtaposes incongruous images to 

"create a multidimensional vision, and even [his] irony is 

due to a montage-principle of placing together statements 

47 having an entirely different poetic tone. ..." 

Albert William Levi describes Pound's similar use of 

"pressure of context" to create tone through the technique 

of montage. Levi cites two specific examples from the 

Cantos: 

"Beer-bottle on the statue's pedimentI 
"That, Fritz, is the era, today against the past, 
"Contemporary." And the passion endures. 
Against their action, aromas. Rooms against 

chronicles. Canto VII 

47. Sypher, Rococo to Cubism, p. 284. 
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And the old man went on there 4_ 
beating his mule with an asphodel. Canto XXI 

Levi then comments: 

Pound1s poetry sometimes gives a sense of frag­
mentation because it does not provide an obvious 
commentary as a bond of linkage between discrete 
blocks of perception. But this is not technical 
carelessness. It is deliberate method. A beer-
bottle on the pediment of the monument to a war 
hero; beating a mule with an asphodel; the juxta­
position of these incongruous images without further 
comment provides a comment nevertheless, and that 
comment is deeply ironic.49 

Richardson finds more than a happy accident involved 

in the advance guard of poetry and film both discovering and 

exploiting montage at the same time. He mentions, 

for example, a remarkable similarity between Pound's 
own "In a Station of the Metro," which consists only 
of the two lines "The apparition of these faces in 
the crowd/Petals on a wet, black bough," and the 
film sequence of Eisenstein which shows first a 
crowd slowly beginning to stir with anger, followed 
at once by a shot of the ice on a river breaking up 
tumultuously. In each case, two pictures are simply 
joined together or juxtaposed to form a unit. 
Neither unit has a verb at all. Pound does not say 
whether the crowd is like or unlike flowers or 
whether the crowd reminds him of flowers, moves like 
flowers, is as temporary as flowers, or what. All 
we have is the juxtaposition, which says without 
specifying, that the two images are related. Pound's 
poem, like many others of the time, is poetry as a 
visual art. Or one might say that Eisenstein's 
sequence is film using the technique of poetic 
imagism. ® 

48. Albert William Levi, Literature, Philosophy and 
"the Imagination (Bloomington: Indiana Unxversity Press, 
1962), p. 154. 

49. Levi, Literature, Philosophy,*p. 155. 

50. Richardson, Literature and Film, p. 32. 
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Montage, film's most effective artistic technique 

for the creation of tone, is the aspect of film that has had 

51 
the greatest impact on literature. Juxtapositioning, the 

most general feature of filmic montage, exists as a primary 

structural and organizational element to create tone in the 

literature just examined. The montage trope, a principle of 

indirection, emerges, therefore, as a basic principle by 

which to associate literature and film. Richardson suc­

cinctly crystallizes this association: 

If it is the primacy of the word that creates or 
allows literature, then one would have to be content 
with saying that the film is at most analogous to 
literature, having, as it does, its own pictorial 
vocabulary and its montage for syntax. But if one 
is willing to shift the focus a little, and to 
describe literature as being, in the main, a 
narrative art, intent upon creating images and 
sounds in the reader's mind, then film will appear 
much more obviously literary itself. This descrip­
tion would seem to argue that the film is only an 
extension, but a magnificent one, of the older 
narrative art.^2 

Conclusion 

While first at the Pro.letkult Theatre and later at 

the State Film Institute, Eisenstein explored the use of 

various "patterns to dictate, regardless of content, certain 

53 moods of responsiveness in his audience." The montage 

51. Richardson, Literature and Film, p. 91. 

52. Richardson, Literature and Film, p. 12. 

53. Ivor Montagu, With Eisenstein in Hollywood 
(New York: International Publishers, 1969), p. 29. 
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trope proved to be his most effective artistic solution to 

the creation of tone in film. Juxtaposing images to act 

against one another creatively in a "pressure of context" 

is the most general feature of the trope, a feature found 

to work analogously in the creation of tone in literature. 

The link that the montage trope forms between literature and 

film provides the foundation for a "cinematographer's guide" 

to tone. In the following chapter, primary considerations 

for that guide will be detailed and described. 



CHAPTER IV 

A "CINEMATOGRAPHER'S GUIDE" TO TONE 

A "cinematographer1s guide" to tone considers pri­

marily the role that the montage trope performs in "viewing" 

literary art. As has been statedthe creation of tone in 

literature is analogous to that in film, with montage acting 

as the associational link between the two arts. In this 

chapter, the writer will engage in a two-step procedure to 

develop a detailed "cinematographer's guide" to tone. 

First, he investigates more fully Sergei Eisenstein's con­

ception of "conflict," the essence of every artistic juxta­

position. Secondly, he presents ten montage conflicts as 

specific aspects of juxtaposition, the most general feature 

of the montage trope. These ten conflicts form the basis 

for a critical tool with which to isolate ironic tone. 

The Dialectic Principle of Conflict 

The achievement of tonal montage in film depends 

upon composition of the shot, movement of the camera, move­

ment of the photographed object, camera distance from the 

object, angle, lens, and even screen dimension, to mention 

some of the variables. Eisenstein's philosophy of montage 

1. . See above, pp. 58-70. 
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as the controller of these variables arises from dialectic 

methods of "dynamic thinking." "Dynamic thinking" in art, 

he says, is embodied in 

CONFLICT 

as the fundamental principle for the existence of 
every art-work and every art-form. 

For'art is always conflict: 

(1) according to its social mission [manifestations 
of the contradictions of two opposites], 

(2) according to its nature [a conflict between 
natural existence and creative tendency], 

(3) according to its methodology [art as the inter­
section between the logic of organic form and 
the logic of rational form].^ 

With conflict as "the fundamental principle" of every 

art, Eisenstein defines the first task of the film artist: 

"the creative breaking-up of the theme into determining 

representations," which fuse to bring to life "the initiating 

3 image of the theme." Correct partitioning of the theme 

causes representation and image to remain indistinguishable, 

as was previously demonstrated with filmic and literary 

4 examples in Chapter III. This notion coincides with the 

precept that, in a tonal unifier, "the process of the birth 

of the image ... is inseparable from the experiencing of 

5 
its content." 

2. Eisenstein, Form, p. 46. 

3. Eisenstein, Sense, p. 45. 

4. See above, pp. 45-71. 

5. Eisenstein, Notes, p. 85. 
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In Eisenstein's Battleship Potemkin, for example, 

revolution and brotherhood, the themes of the film, merge 

into one tonal image in the climactic sequence on the steps 

of Odessa. The Cossacks are slaughtering the people of 

Odessa because they attempted to aid the mutineering members 

of the battleship Potemkin lying at anchor in the harbor. 

At the height of the massacre on the steps descending to the 

harbor, Eisenstein cuts to a camera shot of guns on the 

battleship resolutely swinging toward the lens until they 

stare fixedly at the spectator. The Potemkin shells the 

Cossack headquarters. In the midst of the shelling, mutiny 

and massacre transcend narrative exposition and fuse through 

tonal montage. 

Eisenstein cuts from the thundering guns to a 

sleeping stone lion which awakes and leaps. Representation 

and image merge as the juxtaposed shots of the sleeping, 

awaking, and leaping stone lion create the tone of an 

awakened revolutionary anger within the Russian people, 

typified by the brotherhood between the Potemkin's crew and 

the Odessan citizenry. The fact that the representation of 

a leaping stone lion defies logic makes little difference. 

Eisenstein asserts that 

montage is an idea that arises from the collision 
of independent shots—shots even opposite to one 
another: the "dramatic" principle. 

A sophism? Certainly not. For we are seeking 
a definition of the whole nature, the principal 
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style and spirit of cinema from its technical 
(optical) basis.6. 

A more complete statement of the importance of shot 

and conflict in montage occurs in Eisenstein's discussion of 

the montage cell: 

The shot is by no means an element of montage. 

The shot is a montage cell. 

Just as cells in their division form a phenom­
enon of another order, the organism or embryo, so, 
on the other side of the dialectic leap from the 
shot, there is montage. 

By what, then is montage characterized and, 
consequently, its cell—the shot? 

By collision. By the conflict of two pieces in 
opposition to each other. By conflict. By 
collision.' 

From the collision of the massacre, of the ship's guns, and 

of the three shots of the stone lion arises a concept not 

present in any of the independent representations. The 

image of revolution and brotherhood comes from the conflict 

among the contradictory shots. 

The ultimate realization that the dialectic prin­

ciple of conflict functions as the common denominator in the 

dynamic creation of tone in film comes to Eisenstein through 

the discovery of the Japanese "monistic ensemble." Upon 

seeing Kabuki theatre in Moscow in 1928, Eisenstein writes 

6. Eisenstein, Form, p. 49. 

7. Eisenstein, Form, p. 37. 
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of the convergence of Japanese pictographic thinking with 

his own montage thinking. 

Sound—movement—space—voice here do not accompany 
(nor even parallel) each other, but function as 
elements of equal significance. 

It is impossible to speak of "accompaniments" 
in Kabuki—just as one would not say that, in 
walking or running, the right leg "accompanies" the 
left leg, or that both of them accompany the 
diaphragm! 

Here a single monistic sensation of theatrical 
"provocation" takes place. The Japanese regards 
each theatrical element, not as an incommensurable 
unit among the various categories of affect (on the 
various sense-organs), but as a single unit of 
theatre.8 

Eisenstein discerns in the "monistic ensemble" an 

ideal construct for the montage trope to imitate, partic­

ularly as the "monistic ensemble" reduces "visual and aural 

9 perceptions to a 'common denominator.1" He pursues the 

relationship between film and Japanese language, literature, 

and art still further. "The principle of montage can be 

identified," Eisenstein believes, "as the basic element of 

Japanese representational culture."^® The ideogram (or 

fused hieroglyphs) "is exactly what we do in the cinema, 

combining shots that are depictive, single in meaning, 

neutral in content—into intellectual contexts and 

8. Eisenstein, Form, pp. 20-21. 

9. Eisenstein, Form, p. 24. 

10. Eisenstein, Form, p. 28. 
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s e r i e s . H a i k u  r e p r e s e n t s  m o n t a g e  p h r a s e s  w h i l e  p o r t r a i t s  

of actors by Sharaku represent montage prints for Eisenstein. 

Is this not exactly what we of the cinema do 
temporally, just as Sharaku in simultaneity, when 
we cause a monstrous disproportion of the parts of 
a normally flowing event, and suddenly dismember 
the event into "close-up of clutching hands," 
"medium shots of the struggle," and "extreme 
close-up of bulging eyes," in making a montage 
disintegration of the event in various planes? 
In making an eye twice as large as a man's full 
figure?! By combining these monstrous incongruities 
. . . in our aspect. According to the treatment of 
our relation to the event. 

The dialectic principle of conflict emerges not only 

from Eisenstein's experiments at the Proletkult Theatre and 

his cinematic practices at the State Film Institute but also 

from his discovery of this "monistic ensemble" in Japanese 

arts and language. By serving as a catalyst for the creation 

of the dominant tone in film, conflict achieves a central 

importance in montage construction. 

Montage Conflict: A Critical Tool 
in Literary Analysis 

Eisenstein develops a list of cinematographic con­

flicts characteristic of the montage trope. These conflicts 

are specific instances of the more general feature, juxta­

position. Ten conflicts characteristic of the filmic trope 

will here be detailed as critical tools with which to 

isolate tone. To exemplify the conflicts, the writer has 

11. 

12. 

Eisenstein, Form, p. 30. 

Eisenstein, Form, p. 34. 
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selected at random literary passages from various modern 

writers. No attempt is made to present a detailed analysis 

of the various works cited in the chapter. The brief 

excerpts function only to demonstrate how the ten cinematog­

raphic conflicts appear in literature. What follows, in 

other words, is the-description of a critical tool. 

Masses 

When spaces fill or empty with various intensities 

of light, a conflict of masses occurs. Ernest Hemingway 

indicates tone in "A Clean, Well-Lighted Place" with such a 

conflict. The passage reads: 

They sat together at a table that was close 
against the wall near the door of the cafS and 
looked at the terrace where the tables were all 
empty except where the old man sat in the shadow 
of the leaves of the tree that moved slightly in 
the wind. A girl and a soldier went by in the 
street. The street light shone on the brass number 
on his collar. The girl wore no head covering and 
hurried beside him.1^ 

The world of the cafe exists in darkness. A deaf, 

old man sits in shadows and the two waiters keep close 

against the wall of the empty terrace. In conflict with 

this dark and lifeless space, the world of the street 

sparkles with lamp light reflections on brass as two lovers 

pursue the joys of life. In this scene, the juxtaposed dark 

13. Ernest Hemingway, "A Clean, Well-Lighted Place," 
Winner Take Nothing (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1933), pp. 17-18. 
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and light spaces in the conflict of masses produce the tone 

of disparity. 

Scales and Volumes 

Conflicts of scales and volumes involve opposition 

in size and/or space. In The Berlin Stories, Christopher 

Isherwood describes a baudy New Year's Eve party. He intro­

duces the "hostess" in such a montage conflict. 

The gramophone burst into loud braying music. 
Most of the people in the room began to dance. They 
were nearly all young. The boys were in shirt­
sleeves; the girls had unhooked their dresses. The 
atmosphere of the room was heavy with dust and 
perspiration and cheap scent. An enormous woman 
elbowed her way through the crowd, carrying a glass 
of wine in each hand. She wore a pink silk blouse 
and a very short pleated white skirt; her feet were 
jammed into absurdly small high-heeled shoes, out of 
which bulged pads of silk-stockinged flesh. Her 
cheeks were waxy pink and her hair dyed tinsel-
golden, so that it matched the glitter of the half-
dozen bracelets on her powdered arms. She was as 
curious and sinister as a life-size doll. Like a 
doll, she had staring china-blue eyes which did not 
laugh, although her lips were parted in a smile 
revealing several gold teeth. 

A tone of grotesque gaiety dominates the party 

scene. This tone arises from conflicts of size and space 

present in the appearance of Olga, the hostess. Her 

physical size collides quite literally with the crowded room 

she enters. The wine glasses that she carries and the pink 

silk blouse and short, white, pleated skirt that she wears 

14. Christopher Isherwood, "The Last of Mr. 
Norris," The Berlin Stories (Norfolk, Connecticut: New 
Directions, 1954), p. 27. 
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are all too delicate for her volume. Olga's feet bulging 

from small high-heeled shoes contribute pointedly to the 

tensions created by the scales and volumes montage. The con­

cluding description juxtaposes Olga's "china-blue eyes" with 

her "several gold teeth" to reinforce the disparity in 

scales (light china/heavy gold) she presents. Through 

montage conflicts of scales and volumes the "curious and 

sinister" hostess clearly establishes the tone for the 

raucous events to follow as the party unfolds. 

Conflict of Planes 

The collision of two or more level surfaces produces 

a conflict of planes. Albert Camus' "The Artist at Work" 

provides an example of a conflict of planes to reveal the 

ironic tone in the short story. Gilbert Jonas, an un­

complicated artist, knows little of the aesthetics of art. 

He believes in his "star" and accepts sudden critical 

acclaim as just part of the luck of which "he would be 

granted much without ever deserving anything." Fame, how­

ever, leads to Jonas' acquiring a large following of 

"hanger-ons" within the art colony. The daily gatherings 

at his apartment, where he, his wife, Louise, and their 

children live, begin to retard his work; tensions rise in 

his marriage. In desperation, Jonas builds a loft in the 

high reaches where two halls join in his apartment and 

retreats from the others. 
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The conflicting planes are established: the world 

from which the artist draws his material observes him so 

closely that he cannot work; above this world, the artist 

constructs a plane of existence where he no longer hears or 

sees the world below but from which he attempts to contem­

plate and paint it. The artist, however, cannot success­

fully abandon one plane for another without fatally sacri­

ficing something of himself and his art. In a collison of 

planes which discloses Jonas' sacrifice, Camus reveals the 

irony of an artist's seeking to exist above the world of his 

material. 

A beautiful day was beginning, but Jonas was not 
aware of it. He had turned the canvas against the 
wall. Exhausted, he was sitting there waiting, with 
his hands, palms up, on his knees. He told himself 
that now he would never again work, he was happy. 
He heard his children grumbling, water running, and 
the dishes clinking together. Louise was talking. 
The huge windows rattled as a truck passed on the 
boulevard. The world was still there, young and 
lovable. Jonas listened to the welcome murmur 
rising from mankind. From such a distance, it did 
not run counter to that joyful strength within him, 
his art, these forever silent thoughts he could not 
express but which set him above all things, in a free 
and crisp air. The children were running through the 
apartment, the little girl was laughing, Louise too 
now, and he hadn't heard her laugh for so long. He 
loved themI How he loved them! He put out the lamp 
and, in the darkness that suddenly returned, right 
there! wasn't that his star still shining? It was 
the star, he recognized it with his heart full of 
gratitude, and he was still watching it when he 
fell, without a sound. 

"It's nothing," the doctor they had called 
declared a little later. "He is working too much. 
In a week he will be on his feet again." "You are 
sure he will get well?" asked Louise with distorted 
face, "He will get well." In the other room Rateau 



was looking at the canvas, completely blank, in the 
center of which Jonas had merely written in very 
small letters a word that could be made out, but 
without any certainty as to whether it should be 
read solitary or solidary.^5 

The image created from the representations of the 

loft and the apartment fashions the appropriate tone. The 

two planes illustrate the predicament of Jonas as a modern 

artist. He needs the plane of the apartment, the "murmur 

rising from mankind," if he is to paint. Likewise, he needs 

the plane of the loft, "above all things, in a free and 

crisp air," if he is to think. The conflict of the planes— 

solitary or solidary—creates a tone of irony that pervades 

the scene. Jonas continues to watch his star, and, thus, 

ultimately fails to recognize the nature of this conflict of 

planes. 

Close and Long Shots 

Close and long shots involve what Eisenstein calls 

an "impulse of intensification" that dramatically signals 

their conflict.Simply stated, a close shot followed by 

a long shot, or the reverse, creates an identifiable pair of 

antagonistic representations. In The Great Gatsby two such 

representations are juxtaposed and fused into an image which 

15. Albert Camus, "The Artist at Work," The Dimen­
sions of the Short Story: A Critical Anthology, ed. James 
E. Miller, Jr. and Bernice Slote (New York: Dodd, Mead and 
Company, 1964), pp. 476-477. 

16. Eisenstein, Form/ p. 39. 
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captures the tone of a key episode. In Chapter VII, the 

tangled web of relations among Tom Buchanan, Myrtle Wilson, 

Daisy Buchanan, and Jay Gatsby leads to the violent death 

of Mrs. Wilson. 

The sequence of events begins in the afternoon. Tom 

Buchanan stops to buy gas at Wilson's garage for Gatsby's 

yellow car. Myrtle sees her lover talking to her husband. 

Later that evening, Daisy and Gatsby return from New York in 

the same car driven earlier by Tom. Myrtle spots the car as 

it nears Wilson's garage. A conflict of long and close 

shots accents the tone of the ensuing action. 

"Beat me!" he [Michaelis] heard her [Myrtle 
Wilson] cry. "Throw me down and beat me, you dirty 
little coward I" 

A moment later she rushed out into the dusk, 
waving her hands and shouting—before he could move 
from his door the business was over. 

The "death car" as the newspaper called it, 
didn't stop; it came out of the gathering darkness, 
wavered tragically for a moment, and then disappeared 
around the next bend. Michaelis wasn't even sure of 
its color—he told the first policeman that it was 
light green. The other car, the one going toward New 
York, came to a rest a hundred yards beyond, and its 
driver hurried back to where Myrtle Wilson, her life 
violently extinguished, knelt in the road and mingled 
her thick dark blood with the dust. 

Michaelis and this man reached her first, but 
vzhen they had torn open her shirtwaist, still damp 
with perspiration, they saw that her left breast was 
swinging loose like a flap, and there was no need to 
listen for the heart beneath. The mouth was wide 
open and ripped at the corners, as though she had 



choked a little in giving up the tremendous 
vitality she had stored so long.^ 

The first three paragraphs depict the accident 

through a long shot. Michaelis observes both the cars and 

Myrtle. Believing that Tom drives the yellow car, Myrtle 

dashes toward it. Shown in long shot, this action outlines 

the mistaken circumstances that characterize the Tom and 

Myrtle affair. Their relationship, at one moment secure and 

inviolate, is precipitately destroyed in the rush of events 

which Michaelis witnesses. 

The juxtaposed close-up of Myrtle, her breast torn 

open and her mouth ripped apart, merges with the long shot 

to create the unifying tone of the scene: Tom and Daisy 

Buchanan are careless in relationships with other people. 

They retreat "back into their money or their vast careless­

ness, or whatever it was that kept them together," says 

Nick, "and let other people clean up the mess they had made. 

18 
. . . "  T h e  f r e e d o m  M y r t l e  b e l i e v e d  s h e  s a w  c o m i n g  t o w a r d  

her in the yellow car was ironically only a confused Daisy 

Buchanan. The collision of long and close shots of the 

accident emphasizes the thoughtless manner with which the 

Buchanans regard others. While Myrtle gives up her life in 

the dust of the road, Daisy speeds around the next bend. 

17. F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1953), p. 138. 

18. Fitzgerald, Gatsby, pp. 180-181. 
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Matter and Viewpoint 

A conflict of matter and viewpoint achieves its 

effect by varying camera angles. The tone at the climax in 

"Of This Time, Of That Place" is presented through this 

conflict of angles. Lionel Trilling examines the insecuri­

ties of a young college English teacher threatened by two 

radically different students. First, there is Tertan, an 

insane freshman devoted to intellectual pursuits. Secondly, 

Blackburn enters Dr. Howe's class as a senior seeking to 

protect his grade-average on the eve of graduation. Black­

burn manipulates everyone around him for personal gain. In 

his dedicated use of arrogance and pomposity, he is as 

"insane" as Tertan. 

Howe fails to aid the deranged Tertan, as he feels 

he should have done. He passes Blackburn, but knows he 

should not have done so. "Cowardice," Howe calls it. He 

aligns himself with the socially accepted insanity of Black­

burn's "pompous busyness," while straining to discover some 

unfound moral grounds upon which to reverse society's 

judgment of Tertan. Arm-in-arm with Blackburn and the Dean 

on Commencement Day, Howe awaits the snapping of a picture. 

"Instruments of precision," said a voice. 
"Instruments of precision." Of the three with 
joined arms, Howe was the nearest to Tertan, whose 
gaze took in all the scene except the smile and the 
nod which Howe gave him. The boy leaned on his cane. 
The broad-brimmed hat, canting jauntily over his eye, 
confused the image of his face that Howe had estab­
lished, suppressed the rigid lines of the ascetic 
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and brought out the baroque curves. It made an 
effect of perverse majesty. 

"Instruments of precision," said Tertan for the 
last time, addressing no one, making a casual 
comment to the universe. And it occurred to Howe 
that Tertan might not be referring to Hilda's 
equipment. The sense of the thrice-woven circle of 
the boy's loneliness smote him fiercely. Tertan 
stood in majestic jauntiness, superior to all the 
scene, but his isolation made Howe ache with a pity 
of which Tertan was more the cause than the object, 
so general and indiscriminate was it. 

Whether in his sorrow he made some unintended 
movement toward Tertan which the Dean checked, or 
whether the suddenly tightened grip on his arm was 
the Dean's own sorrow and fear, he did not know. 
Tertan watched them in the incurious way people 
watch a photograph being taken, and suddenly the 
thought that, to the boy, it must seem that the 
three were posing for a picture together made Howe 
detach himself almost rudely from the Dean's grasp. 

"I promised Hilda another picture," he announced— 
needlessly, for Tertan was no longer there, he had 
vanished in the last sudden flux of visitors who, 
now that the band had struck up, were rushing 
nervously to find seats. 

The tone of the scene results from a montage conflict 

of matter and viewpoint. Tertan, pictured alone, sees the 

same scene Howe witnesses: Howe joined to the forces which 

isolate Tertan from society. The two angles of vision 

collide. Morally, Howe knows Tertan is sane and the judgment 

of the three, insane. But according to society and its 

scientific analysis, Tertan is insane and remains outside 

the social picture. Howe recognizes the paradox of the 

19. Lionel Trilling, "Of This Time, Of That Place," 
The Experience of Literature, ed. Lionel Trilling (New York: 
Holt, Rmehart and Winston, 1967), pp. 780-781. 
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situation. He wishes to resist the undeniable facts of 

reason and reverse the circumstances to morally acceptable 

terms. But as he detaches himself from the "thrice-woven 

circle," Howe discovers that "Tertan was no longer there, he 

had vanished. . . ." The professor comes to realize that a 

moral solution to the paradox he recognizes is impossible. 

The ironic tone of his discovery becomes evident through the 

conflict of matter and viewpoint. 

Event and Its Duration 

The conflict of event and its duration depicts the 

temporal nature of an action. Time may be slowed, accel­

erated, or stopped. D. H. Lawrence evokes tone through a 

slow-motion montage in Women In Love. Following a conversa­

tion about the social and spiritual order of men, Hermione 

beats Birkin with a ball of lapis lazuli. Through her own 

efforts or because of the unwilling spirit of Birkin, 

Hermione is unable to communicate to him her belief in a 

unifying spirit of humanity. They argue, Birkin feels 

remorse for his vindictiveness and, later, returns to 

apologize. He remains silent, however, and his silent 

presence once again punctuates their inability to communi­

cate. As he sits reading with his back to her, Hermione 

realizes that his attitude obstructs her spiritual freedom. 

She, therefore, communicates her thoughts to him in- the only 

way left open to her, physical violence. The action is 



swift and decisive, but Lawrence depicts the event in slow 

motion. 

What delight, what delight in strength, what 
delirium of pleasure! She was going to have her 
consummation of voluptuous ecstasy at last. It was 
coming! In utmost terror and agony, she knew it 
was upon her now, in extremity of bliss. Her hand 
closed upon a blue, beautiful ball of lapis lazuli 
that stood on her desk for a paper-weight. She 
rolled it around in her hand as she rose silently. 
Her heart was a -pure flame in her breast, she was 
purely unconscious in ecstasy. She moved towards 
him and stood behind him for a moment in ecstasy. 
He, closed within the spell, remained motionless 
and unconscious. 

Then swiftly, in a flame that drenched down her 
body like fluid lightning and gave her a perfect un­
utterable consummation, unutterable satisfaction, 
she brought down the ball of jewel stone with all 
her force, crash on his head. But her fingers were 
in the way, and deadened the blow. Nevertheless, 
down went his head on the table on which his book 
lay, the stone slid aside and over his ear, it was 
one convulsion of pure bliss for her, lit by the 
crushed pain of her fingers. But it was not some­
how complete. She lifted her arm high to aim once 
more, straight down on the head that lay dazed on 
the table. She must smash it, it must be smashed 
before her ecstasy was consummated, fulfilled for 
ever. A thousand lives, a thousand deaths mattered 
nothing now, only the fulfilment of this perfect 
ecstasy. 

She was not swift, she could only move slowly. 
A strong spirit in him woke and made him lift his 
face and twist to look at her. Her arm was raised, 
the hand clasping the ball of lapis lazuli. It was 
her left hand, he realised again with horror that 
she was left-handed. Hurriedly, with a burrowing 
motion, he covered his head under the thick volume 
of Thucydides, and the blow came down, almost 
breaking his neck, and shattering his heart.20 

20. D. H. Lawrence, Women In Love (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1960), pp. 98-99. 
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The blows not only come in slow-motion, but they are 

also shown both from Kermione's and Birkin's points of view. 

The swiftness of the event conflicts with the decelerated 

description to create the pervasive tone of the scene. A 

montage conflict of event and its duration highlights the 

irony of humanity "all equal in the spirit" but unable to 

communicate. 

Graphic Direction 

Conflict of graphic direction places two or more 

lines of movement in opposition. These lines may be static 

(a crossroads) or dynamic (two armies) in character. The 

central irony in Henry James's The Ambassadors results from 

such a conflict of graphic direction. Although he was sent 

to Europe to fetch Chad Newsome, Lewis Lambert Strether 

decides that Chad should remain there, whereas young Newsome 

elects to return to America. The opposing paths are more 

than geographical. They represent Strether's growth during 

his European experience and Chad's superficial understanding 

of the Continent. 

James stresses the importance of the conflict 

through a symmetrical arrangement of the story. The first 

five books follow Strether's journey to Europe and his slow 

education into "life." His final conversion comes during a 

speech to Little Bilham in Gloriani's garden. The scene 

occurs in book five and signals the reversal of roles by 
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Strether and Chad. In the final six books of the novel, 

other ambassadors are sent to retrieve Strether who desires 

to stay in Europe. 

Graphic direction accentuates the ironic tone in the 

novel in at least three direct conflicts: (1) the geo­

graphical paths leading toward Europe and America, (2) the 

distinct division between the first and last half of the 

novel itself, and (3) the perception of the old and young 

as to what constitutes significance in life. Strether's 

speech to Little Bilham functions as the point of convergence 

for the three instances of conflict. 

It's not too late for you, on any side, and you 
don't strike me as in danger of missing the train; 
besides which people can be in general pretty well 
trusted, of course—with the clock of their 
freedom ticking as loud as it seems to do here—to 
keep an eye on the fleeting hour. All the same 
don't forget that you're young—blessedly young; 
be glad of it on the contrary and live up to it. 
Live all you can; it's a mistake not to. . . . 
Don't at any rate miss things out of stupidity. 
Of course I don't take you for a fool, or i 
shouldn't be addressing you thus awfully. Do what 
you like so long as you don't make my mistake. 
Live .'2-*-

The ironic tone in Strether's speech results from his aware­

ness that what he thought was freedom in America was, in 

fact, captivity. A conflict of graphic direction—an 

American's mission to Europe—reveals the irony to him. 

21. Henry James, The Ambassadors (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The Riverside Press, 1960), pp. 137-138. 
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Audio-Visual Counterpoint 

Audio-visual conflicts take place between optical 

and acoustical experiences in film. The sequence earlier 

described from Alexander Nevsky serves as an example of this 

22 type of conflict. Similarly, Hemingway presents an audio­

visual montage throughout "Cat in the Rain." The conflict 

renders the approprate tone of isolation and sterility to 

the marital crisis of George and his wife. The sound of 

rain furnishes the constant audio portion of the conflict, 

while the visual aspect moves from a description of the 

entire scene, to the couple's hotel room, to the lobby, to 

the square outside, and back inside again. This excerpt 

opens the short story. 

There were only two Americans stopping at the 
hotel. They did not know any of the people they 
passed on the stairs on their way to and from their 
room. Their room was on the second floor facing the 
sea. It also faced the public garden and the war 
monument. There were big palms and green benches in 
the public garden. In the good weather there was 
always an artist with his easel. Artists liked the 
way the palms grew and the bright colors of the 
hotels facing the gardens and the sea. Italians 
came from a long way off to look up at the war 
monument. It was made of bronze and glistened in 
the rain. It was raining. The rain dripped from 
the palm trees. Water stood in pools on the gravel 
paths. The sea broke in a long line in the rain 
and slipped back down the beach to come up and break 
again in a long line in the rain. The motor cars 
were gone from the square by the war monument. 
Across the square in the doorway of the caf£ a 
waiter stood looking out at the empty square. 

22. See above, pp. 53-56. 
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The American wife stood at the window looking 
out. Outside right under their window a cat was 
crouched under one of the dripping green tables. 
The cat was trying to make herself so compact that 
she would not be dripped on. 

"I'm going down and get that kitty," the 
American wife said. 

"I'll do it," her husband offered from the bed. 

"No, I'll get it. The poor kitty out trying to 
keep dry under a table." 

The husband went on reading, lying propped up 
with the two pillows at the foot of the bed. 

"Don't get wet," he said.^^ 

The two Americans are really alone in the hotel: 

"They did not know any of the people they passed on the 

stairs on their way to and from their room." Hemingway's 

description of the vacant garden and of the empty square and 

his mention of the solitary waiter reinforce the sense of 

loneliness in the setting. The steady sound of the rain 

juxtaposed with these details underscores the silence which 

surrounds the two Americans in their room. Standing by the 

window and noticing a cat in the rain, the American wife 

reacts with maternal compassion to the plight of the "poor 

kitty" and breaks the silence. The spontaneity of her 

reaction conflicts with her husband's stationary pose. The 

disparity between their attitudes toward the cat operates in 

visual counterpoint to the sound of the rain. George first 

23. Ernest Hemingway, "Cat in the Rain," In Our 
Time, Sun Rise Edition, Vol. I (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1930), pp. 117-118. 
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meets her response with an immobile offer to retrieve the 

cat ("'I'll do it,' her husband offered from the bed"), then 

with more silence ("the husband went on reading"), and, 

finally, with a perfunctory farewell as she goes out 

(."'Don't get wet,' he said"). 

Often a symbol of fertility, the rain described in 

the scene stops life—the artists are gone and the square is 

empty. The cessation of action emphasizes initially the 

silence in the couple's conversation and then the implica­

tions in their conflicting attitudes about the cat: the cat 

becomes for the woman the fulfillment that George refuses to 

give her. Though the opportunity for union and fertility 

exists nominally in their marriage, the husband and wife 

remain isolated from each other and sterile. An audio­

visual counterpoint between the setting with its sound 

created by the rain and the marital picture fashioned by the 

American couple establishes the appropriate tone in the 

scene. 

Matter and Its Spatial Nature 

A conflict of matter and its spatial nature creates 

a distortion produced from variations in the camera lens. 

An under- or over-exposed shot, an unclear focus, or a 

double exposure are some examples. 

In Deliverance, James Dickey offers a montage of 

matter and its spatial nature during Ed's moon-lit ascent of 



94 

the cliffs of the Cahulawassee River. Trapped by the river 

and the backwoodsman who has killed Drew in revenge, Bobby, 

Lewis, and Ed are forced into a deadly hunt for their human 

enemy. Ed assumes the 'task, leaving Bobby to tend the 

injured Lewis. In the midst of his climb, Ed recognizes the 

predicament he faces. He seeks to kill a man for no reason 

other than that he must kill or be killed. A rational 

explanation of the situation escapes him. Acceptance of the 

irony alone allows him to act. "It was easy to say I don't 

understand, and I did say it. But that was not really rele­

vant. It just came down to where I was, and what I was 

24 
doing there." 

Ed climbs into the darkness to kill. Looking down 

at the river, he sees a distorted view of himself which 

emphasizes the ironic tone of his predicament. 

Only that terrific brightness. Only a couple of 
rocks as big as islands, around one of which a thread 
of scarlet seemed to go, as though outlining a face, 
a kind of god, a layout for an ad, a sketch, an 
element of design. It was a thread like the color 
of sun-images underneath the eyelids. The rock 
quivered like a coal, because I wanted it to 
quiver, held in its pulsing border, and what it was 
pulsing with was me. It might have looked something 
like my face, in one of those photographs lit up 
from underneath. My face: why not? I can have it 
as I wish: a kind of three-quarter face view, set 
in the middle of the moon-pit, that might have 
looked a little posed or phony, but was yet differ­
ent from what any mirror could show. I thought 
I saw the jaw set, breathing with the river and the 

24. James Dickey, Deliverance (New York: Dell 
Publishing Company, Inc., 1971), p. 146. 
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stone, but it might also have been a smile of some 
kind. I closed my eyes and opened them again, and 
the thread around.the rock was gone, but it had 
been there. I felt better; I felt wonderful, and 
fear was at the center of the feeling: fear and 
anticipation—there was no telling where it would 
end. 

I turned back. I turned back to the wall and 
the cliff, and into my situation, trying to imagine 
how high the cliff had seemed to be the last time I 
had seen it by day-light, and trying "to estimate 
where I was on it. I thought I surely must be three 
quarters of the way up. I believed I could stand 
upright in the crevice, and this would give me 
three or four more feet.25 

Ed cannot afford to let the circumstances overcome him, so 

he twists the actual perception into a distorted vision of 

himself, seemingly, as a god of "fear and anticipation." The 

rocks etch his determined face, with eyes highlighted and 

breath regulated by the river far below. From the conflict 

of matter and its spatial nature, the tone of the scene 

arises. Ed must initiate within himself the necessary 

resoluteness to turn ultimately "back to the wall and the 

cliff, and into my situation." 

Conflict of Depths 

Conflicts of depths arise from opposition of fore­

ground and background. For instance, Virginia Woolf uses a 

conflict of depths in the description of the stroll taken by 

Charles Tansley and Mrs. Ramsey near the beginning of To the 

Lighthouse. 

25. Dickey, Deliverance, pp. 146-147. 
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He was an awful prig—oh yes, an insufferable bore. 
Eor, though they had reached the town now and were 
in the main street, with carts grinding past on the 
cobbles, still he went on talking, about settle­
ments, and teaching, and working men, and helping 
our own class, and lectures, till she gathered that 
he had got back sel'f-confidence, had recovered from 
the circus, and was about (and now again she liked 
him warmly) to tell her—but here, the houses 
falling away on both sides, they came out on the 
quay, and the whole bay spread before them and Mrs. 
Ramsey could not help exclaiming, "Oh, how beauti­
ful I" For the great plateful of blue water was 
before her; the hoary lighthouse, distant, austere, 
in the midst; and on the right, as far as the eye 
could see, fading and falling, in soft pleats, the 
green sand dunes with the wild flowing grasses on 
them, which always seemed to be running away into 
some moon country, uninhabited of men/® 

Tansley suffers from a confining sense of self. His 

"ugly academic jargon" contains nothing of Mrs. Ramsey's 

luminescent presence. Mrs. Ramsey's view from the quay con­

flicts with Tansley's shallow "talking about settlements, 

and teaching, and working men, and helping our own class, 

and lectures. ..." The foreground of the scene is filled 

with her vision, stretching to the Lighthouse and beyond 

"into some moon country." In the background stands Tansley, 

chattering virtually to himself on the pier. His utter 

failure to recognize and to participate in Mrs. Ramsey's 

perceptions is heightened by the foreground/background con­

flict, a conflict of depths that creates the disparate or 

ironic tone of the scene. 

26. Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1955), pp. 22-23. 
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The conflict of depths montage completes the list of 

montage conflicts to be used as critical tools for isolating 

tone. In review, the ten conflicts are: 

1. Masses 

2. Scales and Volumes 

3. Conflict of Planes 

4. Close and Long Shots 

5. Matter and Viewpoint 

6. Event and its Duration 

7. Graphic Direction 

8. Audio-Visual Counterpoint 

9. Matter and its Spatial Nature 

10. Conflict of Depths 

Conclusion 

Eisenstein discovered the dialectic principle of 

conflict to be the essential aspect in every artistic 

juxtaposition. The writer of this study, adopting conflicts 

first identified in film, has described ten specific montage 

conflicts as critical tools to isolate tone.- In the suc­

ceeding chapter, the tools just set forth will be employed 

in a detailed analysis of ironic tone in Joyce Cary's The 

Horse's Mouth. 



CHAPTER V 

A CINEMATOGRAPHIC APPROACH TO THE ISOLATION 
OF IRONIC TONE IN JOYCE CARY'S 

THE HORSE'S MOUTH 

The montage conflicts described in Chapter IV serve 

as the basis for the cinematographic guide that will be 

utilized in this chapter to isolate ironic tone in Joyce 

Cary's The Horse's Mouth. As has been stated earlier, 

Sergei Eisenstein suggests a "cinematographer's guide" to 

literature,^ Robert S. Breen specifies that tone can be 

2 isolated through montage, and this writer defines modern 

ironic tone as that tone which results from the juxtaposi-

3 tioning of incongruities to produce "pressure of context." 

Recently, Robert Richardson clarifies his assertion that the 

montage structure ideally expresses modern ironic tone, 

saying that "montage as the aesthetic of disparity provides 

both a way to see one's subject and a way to organize one's 

work." Moreover, "properly understood, it may even lend 

4 eyes to criticism." The manner in which montage can 

function in criticism has been indicated previously in 

1. See above, p. 45. 

2. See above, pp. 4-5. 

3. See above, pp. 42-43. 

4. Richardson, Literature and Film, p. 116. 
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Chapters III and IV. In the analysis to follow, the montage 

trope "lends eyes" specifically to the isolation of ironic 

tone in Cary's novel. 

The analysis will be divided into two sections: 

first, a brief plot and character summary to highlight 

Cary's development .of Gulley Jimson as the modern ironic 

hero; second, a detailed analysis of ironic tone in the 

novel, utilizing eight of the ten conflicts discussed in the 

preceding chapter. 

Summary of Plot and Character 

The Horse's Mouth brought Cary his first money and 

5 
prestige as a writer. His interest in art and reality is 

reflected in the portrait of Gulley Jimson. With the 

appearance of this novel, the cornerstone of Cary's first 

trilogy, he "won a place for himself among English novel­

ists. 

Cary presents Jimson, an artist, as the central 

character. The first-person narrative begins the story 

approximately one year prior to the telling of it, at a time 

when Jimson has just been released from prison. Paradoxi­

cally, prison proves to be no more confining for him than 

5. Malcolm Foster, Joyce Cary: A Biography 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1968), p. 376. 

6. William Van O'Connor, Joyce Cary. Columbia 
Essays on Modern Writers, No. 16 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966), p. 12. 
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his own creative endeavors. He finds himself bound by the 

limitations of his art, his own sensibilities, his subject 

matter, and various societal institutions, i.e., a job, 

marriage, and prison. 

Jimson lectures his most faithful admirer, young 

Nosy Barbon, about .the ironic predicament of creative free­

dom. An artist, he tells the youth, perceives the paradoxi­

cal responsibilities and anxieties that accompany his crea­

tive efforts, thereby making him "free to cut his bloody 

throat, if he likes." Jimson warns himself continually not 

to work up a grievance against such an existence for fear 

that the tensions will lead him "into a state." Such a 

"state" would endanger the health of the sixty-seven year old 

painter who suffers equally from the fact that his blood 

pressure is high and from the fact that his acknowledged 

achievements lie a decade and a half behind him. To survive, 

Jimson uses his wits. He "borrows" art supplies from an oil­

man, takes lodging wherever he finds a sympathetic friend 

such as Coker the bar-maid or Plant the cobbler, hustles a 

former patron, George Hickson, in hopes of more dole, and, 

when all else fails, swindles people in various con-games. 

Jimson's attempts to complete three paintings. The 

Fall. The Raising of Lazarus, and The Creation, constitute 

7. Joyce Cary, The Horse's Mouth (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1965), p. 197. Future references to The Horse's 
Mouth will be cited in text as THM. 
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the action of the novel. Upon being released from prison at 

the beginning of the story, he goes directly to his boat-

shed studio to resume his work-in-progress, The Fall. He 

discovers that, in his absence, the painting has been 

mutilated and his supplies stolen. To provide himself with 

money to pursue the epic Fall, Jimson, together with Coker, 

visits Hickson in the hopes of regaining some of his early 

lyric work that the patron acquired through fraudulent 

means. During the visit, Jimson is caught stealing netsukes 

and snuff-boxes and receives another prison sentence. 

Jimson's second release from prison sends him 

scurrying back to the boat shed. He not only finds Coker's 

mother in residence but also discovers that she has used The 

Fall to patch the leaky roof. Jimson immediately seeks out 

Professor A. W. Alabastor, an "art cricket" who wrote to him 

in prison. Alabastor proposes to write a book on the old 

painter. In addition, the "cricket" wants to obtain an 

early lyric work, Sara in Her Bath, for Sir William Beeder, 

a millionaire art patron. Sara Monday, the model for the 

early piece, refuses to relinquish a copy to Jimson. Frus­

trated, the artist takes possession of the Beeders' apartment 

when they leave for America. He begins The Raising of 

Lazarus, uncommissioned, on one of their walls. To sustain 

his efforts, he pawns all of Sir William's furniture and 

paintings. When Jimson actually hears the Beeders 
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returning, he flees London to Burlington, fearing another 

stint in prison would considerably diminish his creative 

powers. 

While in Burlington with Nosy, Jimson conceives of 

his ultimate painting, The Creation. To raise funds for his 

work, he devises a scheme to steal a copy of Sara in Her 

Bath. But old Sara anticipates Jimson's trick and catches 

the thief. In his effort to escape, Jimson accidentally 

kills Sara. This murderous act frees him to clarify his 

ultimate epic vision. 

The fall of Sara and the subsequent rise of Jimson 

characterize the thematic pattern of the novel. Jimson 

believes that destruction leads to all creation and that the 

end of creative activity is destruction. Only the self-

irony of art shields him from the "intolerable contradiction" 

that, as he exercises his creative imagination, he moves 

ever closer to his own destruction. The strain of such 

nihilism literally paralyzes Jimson at the climax of the 

novel; he suffers a stroke. When the wall of the condemned 

chapel upon which he chooses to produce his masterpiece is 

demolished, he tries to ignore the destruction. As the wall 

collapses, Jimson, half-delirious, continues to work high up 

on his scaffold. The stroke occurs; he tumbles from his 

perch, disabled, in front of his crumbling Creation. At 

this point, one realizes with certainty that the entire 

story has been dictated by an artist unable to paint. 
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Summing up this general situational irony, Andrew Wright 

notes that Jimson writes "for reasons in perfect harmony 

g 
with his nature. He is writing because he cannot paint." 

The destitute old painter is reduced initially to neglect 

and finally to words. 

The Analysis of Ironic Tone 
in The Horse's Mouth 

The analysis of The Horse's Mouth will utilize these 

montage conflicts to isolate ironic tone: (1) Masses, (2) 

Scales and Volumes, (3) Conflict of Planes and Close and 

Long Shots, (4) Matter and Viewpoint, (5) Event and Its 

Duration, (6) Graphic Direction, and (7) Audio-Visual 

Counterpoint. Each time one of the conflicts is employed, 

the designative term will be underlined. Since no single 

statement or scene reveals the total ironic situation of The 

Horse's Mouth, the analysis will proceed through each type 

of montage conflict, in turn, to examine the emergence of 

irony in the novel. 

Several of the ten conflicts described in Chapter IV 

appear with regularity in The Horse's Mouth. Two others 

(matter and its spatial nature and conflict of depths) occur 

in such subordination to the dominant conflicts as to make 

investigation of them redundant. In some scenes, two or 

8. Andrew Wright, Joyce Cary; A Preface to His 
Novels (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1957), 
p. 124. 
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more conflicts operate in combination to reveal the ironic 

tone. This writer does not always attempt to separate such 

a complementary employment of conflicts; rather, he de­

scribes their use as an organic unit to create "pressure of 

context." 

Masses 

A montage of masses opens the novel and accents the 

ironic condition of Jimson's being at once captive and free. 

The morning sun covered by a shroud of mist appears as "an 

orange in a fried fish shop," a startling, anti-romantic 

image (THM, p. 3). The same shroud also frames the Thames, 

imaged as "a viper swimming in skim milk. The old serpent, 

symbol of nature and love" (THM, p. 3). Jimson rejoices in 

both images and delights when the sun finally has "crackled 

into flames at the top," compelling the sky to open (THM, 

p. 3). The potent force of the snake breaks up under the 

fire. In other words, the dim light of dawn collides with 

the bright sun that "all at once" burns "through in a new 

place" (THM, p. 4). This sunrise montage of masses illumi­

nates an ironic truth for Jimson "by way of seeing, for the 

visual, naturally enough, is Gulley's route to both dis-
Q 

covery and recovery," as Wright says. While wanting to 

participate fully in nature's art, Jimson realizes he 

9. Wright, Cary; A Preface to His Novels, p. 125. 
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remains, in the words of his alter-ego, William Blake, only 

a "caverned man." The five senses afford windows through 

which to "see small portions of the eternal world," but man 

can never know the whole because he remains captive in his 

mortal body (THM, p. 3). This ironic truth emerges in a 

montage of masses, a collision between misty dawn and bright 

sunlight. Jimson, as the modern ironist, is cognizant of 

the irreconcilable position of man's senseless existence. 

Still, he struggles to know himself and his small portion of 

the world in relation to the infinite universe. 

Later that day, observing the sunset, Jimson revives 

his thoughts of the morning montage. In the revival, he 

speaks sensitively about a "small portion" of the world. 

It was half-past six, too dark to paint, turning 
very cold. Clouds all streaming away like ghost 
fish under the ice. Evening sun turning reddish. 
Trees along the hard like old copper. Old willow 
leaves shaking up and down in the breeze, making 
shadows on the. ones below, reflections on the ones 
above. Need a tricky brush to give the effect and 
what would be the good. Pissarro's job, not mine. 
Not nowadays. Lyric, not epic (THM, p. 18). 

Jimson takes on the role of the nihilistic eiron in this 

passage and refuses to remain captive to the conventional 

lyric style which brought him acclaim. An ironic tone 

arises through Jimson's conscious juxtaposition of incon­

gruities. A disparity exists in the artist's tendency to 

fix a representation of the finite scene and his irrepres­

sible longing to create a representation of the infinite 

world. The "caverned man," Jimson, struggles to free 
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himself from che confinement of the lyric by advancing to an 

epic style. But the ironic fact remains: any creation 

fixes the infinite art of nature in a finite condition. 

Jimson, the nihilistic eiron, recognizes this paradox in. his 

awareness of the montage of masses both at sunrise and sun­

set. The opposing times of day, depicted according to their 

various intensities of light, further emphasize the incon­

gruity of Jimson's position. He transcends his predicament 

through dissimulation: "And I perceived that I hadn't time 

to waste on pleasure. A man of my age had to get on with 

the job" (THM, p. 3). The masses montage causes him to make 

this Schopenhauerian assertion. As artist, Jimson's time . 

must be spent in "pleasure," observing the art of nature, 

while always failing in his attempts to represent nature on 

canvas. The modern ironist seeks to resolve his dilemma by 

formulating a tragicomic vision of himself. 

An echo of this early montage of masses takes place 

later in the novel after Jimson has been duped by Sara. He 

believes that she has given him a copy of Sara in Her Bath 

only to discover his parcel contains "four rolls of toilet 

paper done up in newspaper" (THM, p. 219). The surprise 

package "blocks" his brain and causes his blood pressure to 

rise to a level that "might easily blow the lid off." He 

takes a walk along the Hard. 

And I admired the view of the spring trees on the 
towpath side, burning in the evening sun, like 
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copper flames in a brass sky. Sun-dirty old brass. 
And the river like brandy (THM, p. 219). 

Jimson's visual sense dominates his perceptions. The sun 

burns through the shroud that envelopes his brain following 

Sara's trick; the trees shine like copper in the evening 

sun, as they had in the earlier passage. From the conflict 

between the metamorphic shroud and the penetrating light in 

the montage of masses emerges the fact that co-existent in­

congruities continually keep Jimson struggling to exist 

within an ironic "pressure of context." Only by acknowl­

edging the hoax perpetrated upon mankind can Jimson "keep on 

keeping on." Once more, he opts for the tragicomic vision of 

his situation: "And I laughed. It was either that or 

wanting to cut the old woman's throat" (THM, p. 219). 

Jimson cannot free himself from his own sensibilities 

(the sunrise/sunset incidents) or from societal limitations 

(Sara's desire to "capture" him). This dual enslavement 

appears in still another montage of masses. Returning to 

Greenbank after his six-month stay in jail for stealing from 

Hickson, Jimson dreams of purchasing a big canvas and com­

pleting the Fall. He articulates his vision in terms of a 

masses montage. 

All at once I had the feel of the Fall. A real fall. 
Fire and brimstone. Blues and reds. And I saw 
green fire in the top left next the red tower. And 
the red tower opened to show a lot of squares full 
of blue and green flames. Symbols of something. 
Generation would do. Or a lot of little flames 
like men and women rushing together, burning each 
other up like coals. And then to carry the pattern 
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upwards you could have white flowers, no, very pale 
green, moving among the stars, imagination born of 
love. Through generation to regeneration. Old 
antic propriety falling down on his nose and 
seeing constellations. Yes, the destruction of old 
fly button, the law by the force of nature and the 
unexpected entry of the devil as a lyrical poet 
singing new worlds for old. The old Adam rising to 
chase the blue-faced angels of Jehovah. And beget 
a lot of young devils on them (THM, p. 131). 

Jimson insists upon the principle of synthesis of opposites 

in this vision: blues and red, men and women, innocence and 

imagination, generation and regeneration, angels and devils. 

The colors, various intensities of light, form the base for 

this montage conflict. He continues, blending his vision 

with the "thundery day along Greenbank." 

All the willows standing still with their leaves 
pricked. Dusty green. Pale lilac shadows. Tarred 
road reflecting the sky. Blue to make you jump. A 
great cloud over on the Surrey shore. Yellow as 
soap and solid as a cushion. Shaped like a tower 
about a mile high and half a mile thick, with a 
little Scotch pepper pot in front. Dresden blue 
behind full of sunlight floating like gold dust. 
River roughed up with little waves like the flat 
side of a cheese grater. Dark copper under the 
cloud, dark lead under the blue (THM, p. 132). 

Jimson's freedom, however, suddenly becomes cap­

tivity. He perceives himself in his second childhood and 

quotes from Blake's "Infant Joy." Smiling at the next child 

that passes, Jimson says, "Hullo, Tommy," only to have the 

child turn pale and burst into tears. As surely as the 

contemplation in the masses montage frees him, societal 

pressures enslave him. Darkness shrouds the vision. 

The pepper pot had floated off the Tower and 
turned into a grey monk in a rugged gown, creeping 
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across the sky with his hands on his breast. Blue-
grey on a sandy desert with a lot of rusty bones 
along the edge. Nice, but no good to me (THM. p. 
133). 

Jimson takes on the role of the nihilistic eiron to dismiss 

the disparity between his euphoria and the boy's reaction: 

"Must have been too young for social occasions. About six or 

ten. Necessary limits to fellow feeling and universal broth­

erhood" (THM. p. 133). Isolated and imprisoned, Jimson's 

freedom turns to bondage, and his only solace is self-irony. 

He finds that irony is the: principal structure for his life. 

His self-irony frees him to act in his futile position, 

because, as Charles I. Glicksberg says, man can act only when 

he recognizes the futility of his action."^ Or as Cary 

himself says, the world of imagination achieves expression 

only when the artist acknowledges "the fundamental in­

security, the fundamental conflict. . . . Freedom is all our 

joy and all our pain. Facing reality in a driving rain­

storm, the old painter describes his ironic predicament to 

Nosy in a montage of masses. The two have just attacked 

Jimson's former boat-shed studio, now occupied by Mrs. 

Coker. They had hoped to get inside and retrieve The Fall. 

The task proved hopeless. The montage of masses reveals a 

tragicomic vision of the old painter at his juncture. 

10. Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, pp. 22-23. 

11. As quoted by Marjorie Ryan, "An Interpretation 
of Joyce Cary's The Horse's Mouth." Critique. II (1958-59), 
29. 
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"Yes," I said, "the Fall into Freedom, into the real 
world among the everlasting forms, the solid. 
Solid as the visions of the ancient man. And that's 
what I'm going to do in this new Fall. Adam like a 
rock walking, and Eve like a mountain bringing forth, 
with sweat like fiery lava, and the trees shall 
stand like souls pent up in metal; cut bronze and 
silver and gold. With leaves like emerald and jade, 
cut and engraved with everlasting patterns sharp as 
jewels, as crystals, and the sun like a ball of 
solid fire, turned on a lathe " (THM, p. 198). 

The earlier synthesis of opposing forces becomes a balancing 

of permanent contradictions: metal against metal, stone 

against stone in everlasting patterns. Jimson recognizes 

that he calls for a fixed work and quickly reverses his 

thinking. "For I felt I had been talking too much. 

Dangerous to talk too much about your work. It fixes it. It 

nails it down. And then it bleeds. It begins to die" (THM, 

pp. 198-199). Jimson identifies with Blake's speaker in 

"The Mental Traveller" in this comment. Free imagination, 

like Blake's babe "born in joy," is given to 

a woman old 
Who nails him down upon a rock 
Catches his shrieks in cups of gold (THM, p. 47). 

As modern ironist, the artist realizes his condition is 

beyond remedy. He exercises his imagination only to have 

natural and social restraints placed upon it. The masses 

vision of "everlasting forms" exhibits to his consciousness 

his ironic position as artist. 

Near the climax of the novel, another conflict of 

masses serves to emphasize the disparity in Jimson's 

attempts to "create" and not to "fix." In order to paint 
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on the condemned chapel wall, Jimson needs light. Jorks, a 

school-friend of Nosy's, strings dozens of lights on the 

ceiling. The more lights that are hung, the more the debris 

that falls. At the very moment he finishes his masterpiece, 

Jimson describes the creation/destruction irony in terms of 

masses montage: "The light was getting better all the time. 

But there was a lot of dust" (THM, p. 340). In several 

earlier sequences, light penetrated a shroud in a masses 

conflict to reveal the irony. At the climax of the novel, a. 

reverse action occurs and a shroud covers the light. In 

other words, Jimson becomes imprisoned just as he believes 

he becomes most free, when the Creation nears completion. 

The pressure of the ironic context always shrouds whatever 

light the nihilistic eiron shines on "the intolerable 

contradiction at the heart of life between man's craving for 

ultimate meaning and his inability to satisfy it . . . . 

More will be said about the climactic action of the novel as 

other conflicts contributing to the scene are investigated. 

Scales and Volumes 

Conflicts of scales and volumes permeate The Horse's 

Mouth and reveal the irony of Jimson's struggles with art 

and society. As he begins his story, Jimson announces that 

he has abandoned the lyric style for the epic. The reason­

ing behind this shift concerns the larger scale of the epic. 

12. Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, p. 46. 
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Sheer size of the form, he believes, will help him to escape 

the captivity of popular taste which binds him to the lyric. 

As Jimson moves through the three paintings that are the 

structural loci of the novel, the irony of his belief in 

freedom through scale evidences itself in a series of scales 

and volumes montage, conflicts. These conflicts originate 

during Jimson's work on The Fall. 

He makes three distinct efforts to put The Fall on 

canvas. The first attempt takes place before the events of 

the novel begin. Jimson discovers his mutilated painting as 

he, recently freed from prison, returns to his boat-shed. At 

this point, his second endeavor commences. The lyric and 

epic, in this phase of the painting, clash directly. Jimson 

seeks the correct Eve for his paradise lost. The epic 

qualities he desires escape him, but the Sara of the bath-

lyric rises to provide him with his female principle. Re­

turning with Coker from a visit to Sara, the first in many 

years for Jimson, he loses himself in contemplation of Sara-

Eve. 

But I was thinking that Sara at about forty had been 
just what I wanted for my Eve. That falls every 
night to rise in the morning. And wonder at herself. 
Knowing everything and still surprised. Living in 
innocence. With Sara's eyes, young eyes. But not 
flapper's eyes (THM, p. 39). 

The living Eve inspires his creativity. 

Yes, I thought, all alivoh. Eve should be a 
woman of forty with five children and grey hairs 
coming, trying on a new velvet. Looking at herself 
in the glass as if she'd never seen herself before. 
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And the children fighting around the dustbin in the 
yard. And Adam smoking his pipe in the local. And 
telling lies about his spring onions. Works of 
passion and imagination (THM, p. 40). 

But the scale of the lyric Sara conflicts with the all-

encompassing scale of the epic Eve. "It was, 'Poor Gulley, 

don't forget your cough medicine. Now darling, what about 

your socks? I'm sure they're wet'" (THM, p. 51). The large 

epic vision cannot escape the restrictions of the materi­

ality of the lyric nature. The irony of man's "irrepres­

sible longing for the absolute and his confinement in a 

13 fragile envelope of flesh" emerges from this conflict of 

scales and volumes. Jimson identifies with Blake's speaker 

in "The Mental Traveller," whose prophetic vision remains 

bound by a similar materiality. The "pressure of context" 

caused by the irony of freedom ends with another, tragicomic 

comment by Jimson. 

As Billy would say, through generation into re­
generation. Materiality, that is, Sara, the old 
female nature, having attempted to button up the 
prophetic spirit, that is to say, Gulley Jimson, in 
her placket-hole, got a bonk on the conk, and was 
reduced to her proper status, as spiritual fodder. 
But what fodder. What a time that was. Not that I 
noticed it then. I was too busy to enjoy myself— 
even when I was having the old girl, I was getting 
after some ideal composition in my head. Taking 
advantage of the general speed up in the clockwork. 
It's not really surprising that she was a bit 
jealous of the paint (THM, p. 52). 

The third attempt to get The Fall on canvas once 

again centers around Sara, the. generative principle. Plant 

13. Glicksberg, The Ironic Vision, p. 46. 
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has a meeting where a Professor Ponting will deliver a 

lecture. A sequence of scales and volumes montage opens the 

scene. People enter floating into the room like cod, 

octopus, crawfish, and assorted strange types like the young 

skate, who appears to be glued to the side of the tank, and 

take their chairs. The various sizes of fish accent the 

motley collection gathered at Plant's. 

Movement among the "fish" results in physical con­

flicts of scales and volumes, one of which occurs between 

Jimson and the "crawfish." He has taken his chair to the 

scullery in hopes of being at peace to drink Plant's beer. 

His peace lasts only a short time before the "crawfish" 

comes sideways along the wall until her backside is wedged 

up against the pantry door. Jimson pushes one to ten 

against the door to keep her out. Then "some good 

Christian, looking carefully the other way, gave her a hard 

shove with his shoulder and she tumbled into the scullery" 

(THM, p. 78). The irony of the conflict arises from 

Jimson's realization that the "crawfish" is Sara. 

Jimson continues to emphasize the scales and volumes 

conflict as he describes the ensuing contrapuntal conversa­

tion between himself and Sara on the one hand and Professor 

Ponting, the "skate," on the other. The tragicomic scene 

renews his creative powers and brings about the third 

attempt to paint The Fall. Drinking too much and trying to 

make love in the confines of the scullery, the two old fools 
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find freedom in each other: Jimson refers to Sara as "the 

old original." The "crawfish" cooes to Jimson while the 

"skate" talks of the "boundless possibilities of human 

happiness." 

"Oh, Gulley, you make me feel like twenty-five 
again, in my first ripening. I never knew a man 
like you to hold a woman. You used to make me feel 
quite queer," and she drank her drink quickly so as 
not to spill it and tried to put her head on my 
shoulder. But her neck wouldn't bend so far, and 
she only managed to hook on to my coat seam by one 
eyebrow. 

"Nature, that supreme creator intended man for 
happiness and peace, in the enjoyment of all her 
beauties—" the skate was saying (THM, p. 86). 

While Jimson begins to discern the elusive form he seeks in 

Sara, the "skate's" juxtaposed speech challenges his dis­

covery: 

"The best model I ever had. Why, Sara, they're 
giving thousands for those old sketches of you in 
the yellow bath. And you've got it about you still," 
and, in fact, I could have painted the old trollop 
that minute if I could have got her clothes off. 
There was always something about Sara that made me 
want to hit her or love, her or get her down on 
canvas. She provoked you, and half of it was on 
purpose. 

The skate was working himself up. "On the one 
hand the home; a little sketch or picture of that 
paradise which Nature meant for the whole world" 
(THM, p. 88) . 

At the meeting's end, the "skate" leads the "tank" of 

assorted "fish" in the singing of "Jerusalem," and Jimson 

believes that he has found Eve: 

Yes, I thought, and that's what I've been 
missing in my Eve, something female, something that 
old Cranach had, yes, something from Sara.' And not 
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just the hips either, and the high waist; it's 
something in the movement; and as soon as I got 
back to Plantie's I opened one of his old en­
cyclopaedias and began to draw what I wanted on 
the end-papers; the everlasting Eve, but all 
alive-oh. She came out strong like Sara, the 
Sara of twenty years ago (THM, pp. 91-92) . 

Initially, Jimson cannot translate his new ideas 

directly into The Fall. First, he has to "knock up a little 

sketch of Sara on a piece of plank. Sara as she was, broad 

as a door. And it went very well" (THM, p. 95). Release 

comes and ideas for The Fall rapidly appear. 

I began to get so many ideas about it that I should 
have started all over again if the light hadn't 
failed. Then I noticed my rheumatism, and my back­
ache, and my poor feet. But I was lucky enough to 
meet Postie Oilier outside the Eagle, and he 
stood me a pint and a stand-up supper (THM, pp. 
95-96). 

The resolution of the conflict between the lyric and epic 

through the presence of Sara again stifles his efforts in a 

"pressure of context" initiated by the conflict of scales 

and volumes. 

Before his return to The Fall, Jimson will spend six 

months in jail. When caught in his crime—pilfering net-

sukes and snuff-boxes from Hickson—Jimson gets "into a 

state," runs from the police, and throws several snuff-boxes 

through the big windows in Hickson's house. While in jail, 

Jimson receives Professor Alabastor's letter. He first 

thinks the letter is a practi'cal joke perpetrated by Coker. 

Upon his release, the imprisonment continues. 

Jimson discovers that Coker's mother occupies his boat shed. 
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Dismayed by Mrs. Coker's use of The Fall, Jimson recalls 

Alabaster's letter and decides to follow it up. This leads 

him to the meeting with Lord and Lady Beeder. He proposes 

doing a mural of sunflowers and tigers for them. One problem 

with The Fall, he reasons, was that it was "not big enough." 

His canvas needed to be fifteen by twenty. "Fifteen by 

twenty gave a chap some scope" (THM, p. 125). The Beeders, 

however, desire only one of his early lyric works. 

The conflict of scales and volumes between Jimson's 

vision of the epic and the Beeders' desire for a lyric work 

creates a "pressure of context" causing Jimson to refer to 

the Beeders' apartment as Beulah, a land in Blake where 

generative powers become sterile. Jimson goes on to insult 

Lady Beeder's painting only to be treated with "such 

Christian benevolence that I felt ready to tell them almost 

the truth ..." (THM, p. 172). The irony stemming from the 

conflict is that the old artist falls captive again to the 

conventional world. 

Jimson avenges himself when the Beeders depart for 

America. He occupies their apartment and begins The Raising 

of Lazarus, on a scale which exceeds that of The Fall. The 

mural grows from montages of scales and volumes and of 

masses. 

And I couldn't go wrong with those feet. They came 
up like music. Down on the left, in foreground, 
about a yard long and two feet high to the ankle 
bone—a yellow pair* long and stringy, with crooked 
nails; then a black pair, huge and strong with 
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muscles like lianas; a child's pair, pink and round, 
with nails like polished coral; an odd pair, one 
thick and calloused, with knotty toes curled into 
the dust, one shrunk and twisted, its heel six 
inches from the ground, standing on its toes, a 
cripple's feet, full of resolution and pain; then 
a coffee-coloured pair with a bandage, an old 
woman's feet, flat, long, obstinate, hopeless, 
clinging to the ground with their bellies like a 
couple of discouraged reptiles, and gazing at the 
sky with blind broken nails; then a pair of Lord's 
feet, pink in gold sandals with trimmed nails and 
green veins, and one big toe raised impatiently 
(THM, p. 224). 

The disparity in size and color of the various pairs of feet 

accentuates the ridiculous nature of the picture. The 

painting serves to insult the Beeders. By placing the feet 

where Lady Beeder's paintings had hung, Jimson "strides" 

over the Beeders' finest feelings in an outlandish visual pun. 

But Jimson's revenge takes place on a scale beyond the 

limited sensitivity of the Beeders. They ponder the painting 

only to assure themselves that the figures on their wall are 

indeed feet. 

Although Jimson freely creates on a large scale, 

even his joke goes unperceived by the pedestrian world. 

Thus he remains at once free and captive. In the midst of 

the recognition of man's ironic predicament, Jimson strives 

to keep on creating. He escapes the Beeders and pursues his 

ultimate epic piece, The Creation. 

The work evolves gradually from the first two 

paintings. Central to its development stands a conflict of 

scales and volumes. The Fall was not big enough, and The 
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Raising of Lazarus proved to be more of an egotistical 

exuberance than an epic creation. Jimson struggles to 

prevent his art from so fixing reality that, as Solger 

warned, separation of the ideal from the finite becomes 

14 impossible and both dissolve into meaninglessness. 

Jimson's challenge to this ironic predicament has its roots 

in The Fall. His frustrations over the progress of The 

Fall drive him to "doodle": flowers, an Indian club, and 

then some fish. Thinking of Sara, he grows to like the 

fish. They appear first in a birth-scene. "What the hell 

could it be? A fish. And I felt a kick inside as if I was 

having a foal. Fish. Fish" (THM, pp. 41-42). The refer­

ence to "foal" recalls to mind Jimson's belief that the 

artist is God (the old horse), and he "gets his truth 

straight from the horse's mouth; he is an interpreter of 

15 the vision of God to man." The fish are born from inno­

cence and imagination rather from any discursive ration­

ality. Along with the fish, Sara, too, becomes identified 

as a life-symbol (and as a fish in the scene at Plant's). 

Jimson initially attaches generative power to Sara during 

their first reunion after many years. 

Amidst the lustful fires he walks; his feet 
become like brass. His knees and thighs like 
silver, and his breast and head like gold. Old 

14. Gilbert and Kuhn, A History of Esthetics, pp. 
457-458. 

15. Wright, Cary: A Preface to His Novels, p. 125. 
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Randipole Billy on the ramp. Embracing the truth. 
Through generation to regeneration. The door of 
paradise. This way to the Holy Land. Fall to 
rise again (THM, pp. 38-39). 

This vision of Sara takes place just prior to Jimson's 

"delivery" of the fish. 

After the evening with Sara at Plant's, .described 

16 
earlier, Jimson attaches generative qualities more 

directly to her and the fish symbol. He decides his Eve 

needs "something from Sara." The new Sara-Eve appears 

before his drunken eyes "like another golden fish in the 

same pond" (THM, p. 94). In this vision the lyric and epic 

are too closely identified to serve as catalysts for a new 

creative freedom. Rather, the conflict of scales and volumes 

17 in the Beeder incident necessitates Jimson's move to the 

country where the small idea embodied in his original fish 

symbol assumes larger proportions. 

The fish transmutes to a whale in Jimson's initial 

version of The Creation. Stepping off the bus at Burlington, 

he drinks in the country atmosphere to drown his memories of 

suffering in London. 

For the country was a bit of a surprise to me. It 
always is. And I hadn't seen a real wild tree for 
twelve years. I couldn't take my eyes off 'em, 
bulging out into the moon as solid as whales. By 
God, I thought, no one has seen a tree till this 
moment. And I believe I could paint it. And then 

16. See above, pp. 113-116. 

17. See above, pp. 117-118. 



121 

again I felt that shape of the big fish and 
Churchill's hat. I felt an idea, a big one (THM, 
p. 254). 

The confinements of London clash with the scope of the 

countryside. Lyric and epic forms explode as they face each 

other, and Jimson prepares for the birth of The Creation. 

It swells now to a !'k>ig idea, I felt it grow. The whale of 

an idea" (THM, p. 255). The Creation is not merely addi­

tives of the disparate images in Jimson's chaotic life. 

The painting gradually evolves from the small fish in The 

Fall and the comic exuberance of The Raising of Lazarus. 

In scales and volumes montage, Jimson's disparate visions 

produce a creation equal to more than their simple sum. 

What arises from the conflict is "the biggest idea 

of my life. . . . Something bigger than the new Fall. A 

Creation. And I saw it about fifteen feet by twenty, the 

biggest thing I had ever seen" (THM, p. 263). Eventually, 

Jimson locates the chapel wall, a gigantic twenty-five by 

forty expanse, and sets to work on The Creation. "A whale 

with a woman's face" dominates the painting in a unification 

of the small fish, old Sara, and the "whale" of an idea. 

From small canvas to large wall, from small green fish to a 

large blue whale, from Sara to a "woman's" face, Jimson 

creates his all-encompassing vision in a series of scales 

and volumes montage conflicts. Each successive step 

indicates the irony of the impossibility of achieving the 

ideal representation Jimson searches for, while each step 
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affirms the necessity for the artist to attempt that 

creation. 

Conflict of Planes and piose and 
Long Shots 

Conflict of planes operates most often in combination 

with other conflicts in The Horse's Mouth. For instance, 

both times that Jimson returns to his boat shed from jail, 

he sees his studio in montages of planes and of close and 

long shots. At the opening of the novel, Jimson describes 

his approach to the boat shed in this way: 

I could see my studio from where I stood, an 
old boathouse down by the water wall. A bit rotten 
in places, but I had been glad to get it. My 
trouble is I get big ideas. My last one was the 
Fall, twelve by fifteen, and you can't get room for 
an idea like that in a brick studio under two 
hundred pounds a year. So I was glad to get the 
boathouse. It had a loft. I took the planks off 
the beams at one end and got a very nice wall, 
seventeen foot high. When I had my canvas up, it 
was two foot off the floor, which just suited me. 
I like to keep my pictures above dog level. 

Well, I thought, the walls and roof are there 
still. They haven't got blown away yet. No one 
has leant up against 'em. I was pleased. But I 
didn't go along in a hurry. 

The top of my boathouse suddenly nodded its head 
at me, as if saying, "That's it, old man." Then I 
saw that a couple of kids were taking a plank off 
the roof. More patrons, I thought. When they saw 
me coming, they slid off the roof and ran. But not 
far. Crouching round like a couple of wolves 
waiting for the old horse to drop. I didn't need 
to unlock the door. Somebody had done it for me by 
knocking off the hasp of the padlock. And when I 
opened it, two more kids got out of the window on 
their heads. "Don't hurry," I said, "there's 
plenty of time before dinner." 
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There was nothing inside except a lot of pools 
on the floor from last night's rain. And the 
picture. I got another surprise. A big one. It 
was still there (THM, pp. 6-7). 

Jimson stands on a plane above the boat shed when the scene 

opens. In a long shot, he shows us the size of the studio. 

His comment that a necessarily sizeable studio, is required 

for large ideas echoes the scales and volumes montage just 

previously discussed. 

In the next shot, Jimson appears on the same plane 

as the boat shed. His sudden presence frightens two children 

who are playing there. A close-up of the padlock establishes 

Jimson's position in the shot. Once inside, another conflict 

of close and long shots occurs. One sentence shows us a 

total picture of the studio: "There was nothing inside 

except a lot of pools on the floor from last night's rain." 

A sentence that closes in On the painting follows: "And the 

picture." The irony arising from the combination of con­

flict of planes and of close and long shots registers in 

Jimson's statement, "I got another surprise. A big one. It 

[the picture] was still there" (THM, p. 7). He plays the 

nihilistic eiron when he records his shock at finding his 

painting. The artist's unavoidable conflict between the in­

finite and the finite reveals itself, and one is reminded of 

Schlegel's caiution that a work of art "threatens to vanish 

18 at any tine into a mere appearance of an appearance." 

18. Allemann, Ironie, p. 83. Translation of this 
passage was done by James A. Pearse. 
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The second homecoming for Jimson validates 

Schlegel's remark in a realistic sense. 

The boat-shed came in sight. New tin chimney 
sticking through the roof and quite a lot of 
smoke coming out. Glass in all the windows. 
Green curtains. Gave me a surprise. Knocked on 
the door and Coker let me in (THM, p. 133). 

Mrs. Coker had seized the studio to make a home for herself 

and her pregnant daughter. The surprise for Jimson is 

genuine this time, and the situation fulfills the earlier 

self-conscious irony of the artist. His art has vanished. 

The revelation of this irony is disclosed in a long shot of 

the boat shed, the changes it has undergone in his absence, 

and a close shot of Coker, rather than his picture, sur­

prising him as he enters. 

Being just out of prison at both homecomings simply 

means that Jimson exchanges one kind of enslavement for 

another. He must constantly battle to keep on working in 

the face of the ironic predicament of the artist. He 

struggles against the impossibility of capturing the in­

finite world in his work ("Why, I thought, it's not bad in 

places. It might be a good thing" [THM, p. 7]) and the 

practicality of society that defies his position as creator 

(Mrs. Coker has destroyed his painting to make a more com­

fortable home in which to conduct a more useful kind of 

creation, childbirth). 

When he rents the chapel in Horsemonger1s Yard, near 

the conclusion of the novel, Jimson finally acquires another 


