
The Language Of Paradox Cleanth Brooks 1

The Language Of
Paradox Cleanth
Brooks

The
Language Of
Paradox
Cleanth
Brooks

Downloaded
from

app.ardentx.com
by Chance &

Kenzie

INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
CLEANTH BROOKS
AND THE
LANGUAGE OF
PARADOX

In  the  landscape  of
20th-century  literary
criticism,  few  works
have  generated  as
m u c h  s u s t a i n e d
discussion  as  Cleanth
Brooks's  landmark
essay,  "The  Language
of  Paradox."  F i rs t
published in 1947 and
later  included  in  his

seminal book The Well-
Wrought  Urn ,  th is
essay  fundamentally
reshaped how readers
and critics approached
poet ry .  B rooks ,  a
central  figure  in  the
N e w  C r i t i c i s m
movement,  argued
that  paradox  is  not
merely  an  ornamental
device  used  sparingly
by poets but rather the
very essence of poetic
language  itself.  For
Brooks, paradox is the
i n e v i t a b l e  a n d
n e c e s s a r y  m o d e
through  which  poetry
achieves  its  deepest
m e a n i n g s .  T h i s
perspective challenged
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earlier  assumptions
t h a t  g o o d  p o e t r y
s h o u l d  b e
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d ,
logical,  and  free  from
a p p a r e n t
contradictions. Instead,
Brooks  demonstrated
that the most powerful
and  enduring  poetry
thrives  on  tension,
a m b i g u i t y ,  a n d
seeming  contradiction.
To  understand  the
language of paradox as
C l e a n t h  B r o o k s
conceived it is to gain
a  p r o f o u n d
appreciation  for  the
c o m p l e x i t y  a n d
r ichness  of  poet ic
expression,  and  to
recognize  that  the
greatest poems do not
resolve  their  tensions
but rather hold them in
dynamic equilibrium.

WHO WAS
CLEANTH BROOKS?
CONTEXT FOR HIS

CRITICAL VISION

Cleanth  Brooks  was
born in 1906 in Murray,
Kentucky,  and  would
go on to become one
of  the  most  influential
literary  critics  of  the
twentieth  century.  He
was a  leading figure in
what became known as
the  New  Criticism,  a
formalist approach that
emphasized  c lose
r e a d i n g  a n d  t h e
intrinsic  qualities  of
l i terary  texts  over
biographical, historical,
o r  s o c i o l o g i c a l
contexts. Brooks, along
with  colleagues  like
Robert  Penn  Warren
a n d  J o h n  C r o w e
Ransom,  sought  to
estab l ish  l i terary
criticism as a rigorous
discipline  grounded  in
the detailed analysis of
language,  structure,
and meaning. His work
on  paradox  emerged
f r o m  a  d e e p
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dissatisfaction  with
what  he  saw  as  the
reductive tendencies of
both  impressionistic
criticism and  narrowly
historical  scholarship.
For  Brooks,  the  poem
was not a document to
be  examined  for  its
author's psychology or
i t s  h i s t o r i c a l
background; it  was an
ob jec t  in  i t se l f ,  a
s t ruc tu red  who le
whose  meaning  arose
f rom  the  complex
interplay  of  its  parts.
This conviction led him
d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e
language  of  paradox,
for he believed that the
most  accurate  and
powerful  statements
a b o u t  h u m a n
e x p e r i e n c e  a r e
n e c e s s a r i l y
paradoxical.

DEFINING THE
LANGUAGE OF
PARADOX:

BROOKS'S
CENTRAL THESIS

A t  i t s  c o r e ,  t h e
language  of  paradox,
as  a r t i cu la ted  by
Cleanth  Brooks,  refers
to the idea that poetry
operates  through
statements  that  seem
c o n t r a d i c t o r y  o r
logically impossible but
nonetheless  convey
profound truths. Brooks
was  not  referring  to
simple  wordplay  or
clever rhetorical tricks.
He  meant  something
far more fundamental:
t h a t  t h e  p o e t i c
imagination  naturally
th inks  in  terms  of
paradox  because  it
seeks  to  capture  the
fullness and complexity
of  human  experience,
which  itself  resists
s i m p l e ,  l o g i c a l
f o r m u l a t i o n .  F o r
Brooks,  the  language
of paradox is the only
language  adequate  to
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c o n v e y  t h e
simultaneous presence
of  joy  and  sorrow,
p e r m a n e n c e  a n d
change, innocence and
e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t
characterize  our  lives.
A  straightforward,
logical  statement  can
only  express  one side
of a truth at a time, but
p o e t r y ,  t h r o u g h
paradox,  can  hold
m u l t i p l e ,  e v e n
opposing, meanings in
a single utterance.
Brooks  insisted  that
this is not a failure of
poetry but its greatest
strength. The language
of  paradox  allows  the
poem to achieve what
he called "unity" not by
e l i m i n a t i n g
contradictions  but  by
i n c l u d i n g  a n d
reconciling them within
a larger, more complex
o r d e r .  T h i s
reconciliation does not
c a n c e l  o u t  t h e
individual  tensions;

rather,  it  creates  a
dynamic  structure  in
which  each  element
qualifies  and  enriches
the  others.  The  result
is a poem that is more
t r u t h f u l ,  m o r e
resonant,  and  more
enduring  than  any
statement that tries to
reduce experience to a
single,  unambiguous
meaning.

THEORETICAL
FOUNDATIONS:
WHY PARADOX IS
ESSENTIAL TO
POETRY

To fully appreciate the
language of paradox as
C l e a n t h  B r o o k s
presents  it,  one  must
understand his view of
how poetry differs from
o t h e r  m o d e s  o f
discourse. Brooks drew
a  sharp  distinction
between the language
of  science  and  the
language  of  poetry.
Scientific  language,  he
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argued,  strives  for
precision,  clarity,  and
the  e l iminat ion  of
ambiguity. Its goal is to
c o m m u n i c a t e
information as directly
and unambiguously as
p o s s i b l e .  P o e t i c
language,  by contrast,
i s  i n h e r e n t l y
c o n n o t a t i v e ,
s u g g e s t i v e ,  a n d
resonant.  It  does  not
s i m p l y  d e n o t e  a
meaning;  it  enacts
meaning  through  its
formal  properties,  its
sounds,  its  rhythms,
and  its  figurative
structures.
Because  poetry  works
through  metaphor,
symbol, and imagery, it
naturally  gravitates
toward  paradox.  A
metaphor, for example,
asserts  an  identity
between  two  things
t h a t  a r e ,  o n  t h e
surface,  different.
When  John  Donne
writes that his beloved

is  a  "compass,"  he  is
stating  a  paradox:  a
person is not literally a
compass,  but  in  the
context  of  the  poem,
the assertion becomes
a  p o w e r f u l  a n d
illuminating truth. This
kind  of  statement,
which  Brooks  would
analyze  as  a  prime
e x a m p l e  o f  t h e
language  of  paradox,
cannot be reduced to a
simple  paraphrase.  Its
meaning  depends  on
the  tension  between
the literal impossibility
and  the  imaginative
truth  that  the  poem
creates.

KEY EXAMPLES
FROM THE WELL-
WROUGHT URN

C leanth  B rooks ' s
famous essay, and his
book The Well-Wrought
Urn,  offers  extended
analyses  of  several
poems  that  vividly
d e m o n s t r a t e  t h e
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language of paradox at
work. One of his most
celebrated  readings  is
of  John  Donne's  "The
Canonization."  Brooks
shows how the poem is
structured  around  a
series  of  paradoxes.
The speaker,  who has
been  criticized  for  his
worldly  loves,  argues
that he and his beloved
are  actually  saints  of
love, having renounced
the world for a higher
calling. They are lovers
who are also ascetics,
w o r l d l y  y e t
transcendent.  The
poem's  final  stanza
explicitly  embraces
paradox, claiming that
the lovers will become
a  pattern  for  others
and  a  kind  of  reality
that  transcends  the
ordinary  world.  The
poem does not resolve
its oppositions; it holds
them  in  tension,  and
that  tension  is  the
source of its power and

meaning.
A n o t h e r  c r u c i a l
example  in  Brooks's
analysis  is  Wil l iam
Wordsworth's  "Ode:
I n t i m a t i o n s  o f
Immor ta l i t y  f rom
Recollections  of  Early
Childhood."  On  the
surface,  this  poem
seems  to  lament  the
loss  o f  ch i l dhood
visionary  power.  Yet
Brooks  demonstrates
t h a t  t h e  p o e m ' s
deepes t  mean ing
e m e r g e s  f r o m  a
paradox:  the  loss  of
the  child's  immediate
vision  is  actually  a
gain, for it allows for a
m o r e  m a t u r e ,
p h i l o s o p h i c
unders tand ing  o f
human life.  The poem
asserts  that  what  is
lost  is  preserved  in  a
different form, and that
the very sense of loss
e n r i c h e s  a d u l t
experience. This is not
a  simple  contradiction
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but  a  complex  truth
t h a t  c a n  o n l y  b e
expressed through the
language of paradox.
Perhaps  the  most
iconic  analysis  in  The
Well-Wrought Urn is of
John Keats's "Ode on a
G r e c i a n  U r n , "
particularly  its  famous
final  lines:  "Beauty  is
t r u t h ,  t r u t h
beauty,—that is all / Ye
know on earth, and all
ye  need  to  know."
B r o o k s  a r g u e s
passionately that these
lines are not a simple
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
p ropos i t i on  but  a
dramatic  statement
made by the urn itself,
a  paradoxical  object
that  is  both  timeless
and frozen,  both alive
a n d  d e a d .  T h e
statement  must  be
understood  in  the
context  of  the  entire
poem,  w i th  a l l  i t s
tensions  between  the
static world of art and

the  dynamic  world  of
human experience.  To
take  these  lines  as  a
detached  aphorism,
Brooks  insists,  is  to
misunderstand  the
poem  entirely.  The
language  of  paradox
here  is  not  a  flaw  but
the  very  means  by
which  Keats  achieves
h i s  p r o f o u n d
meditat ion  on  the
relationship  between
art,  life,  and  truth.

CRITICISM AND
CONTROVERSY
SURROUNDING
BROOKS'S
APPROACH

Despite  its  enormous
influence, the language
o f  p a r a d o x  a s
conceived  by  Cleanth
Brooks  has  not  been
without  its  crit ics.
Some have argued that
Brooks's  method,  and
New  Criticism  more
generally,  isolates  the
p o e m  f r o m  i t s
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historical,  social,  and
political  contexts  in  a
way that impoverishes
interpretation. A poem
a b o u t  w a r ,  f o r
example,  might  be
analyzed for its internal
p a r a d o x e s  w h i l e
ignoring  the  brutal
reality that inspired it.
Critics  from  Marxist,
f e m i n i s t ,  a n d
p o s t c o l o n i a l
perspectives  have
contended  that  close
reading  focused  on
paradox can become a
fo rm  o f  aes thet i c
idealism that obscures
t h e  p o e m ' s
engagement  w i th
material conditions and
power structures.
O t h e r s  h a v e
questioned  whether
t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f
p a r a d o x  i s  t r u l y
universal  or  whether
Brooks 's  canon  of
E n g l i s h
poetry—dominated  by
Donne,  Shakespeare,

Milton,  Wordsworth,
and  Keats—reflects  a
particular  taste  that
excludes  other  poetic
traditions. Are all great
poems  fundamentally
paradoxical,  or  is  that
just  a  feature  of  the
metaphys ica l  and
Romantic  poetry  that
Brooks most  admired?
Some have also argued
that  Brooks's  theory
risks making paradox a
formula,  a  template
that  c r i t i cs  app ly
mechanically  rather
than a genuine insight
into  the  nature  o f
poetic  language.
Nevertheless, even the
most  vocal  cr i t ics
acknow ledge  the
power  and influence of
B r o o k s ' s  c e n t r a l
insight.  The  language
of  paradox  remains  a
v i t a l  t o o l  f o r
understanding  poetry,
and  Brooks's  close
readings  continue  to
b e  m o d e l s  o f
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interpretive  rigor.  The
debates  he  provoked
have only enriched the
field  of  literary
cr i t i c i sm,  forc ing
subsequent scholars to
articulate more clearly
their own assumptions
about  what  poetry  is
and  how it  should  be
read.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS:
HOW TO IDENTIFY
PARADOX IN
POETRY

F o r  r e a d e r s  a n d
students  who  wish  to
apply  the  concept  of
t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f
paradox  in  their  own
analyses,  severa l
practical strategies can
be  helpful.  First,  look
for  moments  where  a
p o e m  s e e m s  t o
contradict itself.  When
a  p o e t  s a y s  t h a t
something  is  both  X
and not-X, or that loss
is gain, or that death is

life,  you  have  likely
e n c o u n t e r e d  a
paradox.  But  do  not
dismiss  this  as  mere
confusion. Instead, ask
what  truth  the  poet
might  be  try ing  to
express that cannot be
sa id  d i rect ly .  The
language  of  paradox
often  appears  at  the
most intense emotional
o r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l
moments in a poem.
Second,  pay  attention
t o  t h e  p o e m ' s
st ructure .  Brooks
showed in his analysis
of  "The  Canonization"
tha t  pa radox  can
operate not just at the
level  of  individual
statements  but  across
the  ent i re  arc  of  a
poem.  A  poem  might
b e g i n  w i t h  o n e
perspective,  move
through  its  opposite,
and end in a synthesis
that  includes  both
without  cancel ing
either.  This  structural
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paradox  is  a  form  of
t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f
paradox that gives the
poem  its  distinctive
shape  and  meaning.
Third,  examine  the
poem's  imagery  and
figurative  language.
Metaphors and similes
f requent ly  create
p a r a d o x i c a l
identifications.  When  a
poet compares love to
a  rose,  or  time  to  a
river,  or the soul to a
bird, there is always an
element  of  paradox
i n v o l v e d .  T h e
comparison  is  both
true  and  false,  both
i l l u m i n a t i n g  a n d
i n a d e q u a t e .  T h e
language of paradox is
at work in every act of
poetic  imagining  that
brings  together  two
different  domains  of
experience.

THE LEGACY OF
CLEANTH BROOKS

AND THE
LANGUAGE OF
PARADOX TODAY

More  than  seventy
y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e
publication of The Well-
Wrought  U rn ,  the
language  of  paradox
remains  a  centra l
concept  in  l iterary
studies.  Though  the
dominance  of  New
Criticism  has  waned,
and  newer  theoretical
approaches  have
emerged,  Brooks's
fundamental  insight
h a s  n o t  b e e n
superseded.  It  has
been  absorbed  and
t r a n s f o r m e d .
Contemporary  critics
m a y  e m p h a s i z e
historical  context,
reader  response,  or
ideological critique, but
they still recognize that
poetry  often  achieves
its  effects  through
strategies  of  paradox
a n d  t e n s i o n .  T h e
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language  of  paradox
has become part of the
basic  vocabulary  of
literary  interpretation,
a  t o o l  t h a t  e v e r y
ser ious  reader  o f
p o e t r y  m u s t
understand.
Brooks's work has also
influenced  fields
b e y o n d  l i t e r a r y
criticism.  Scholars  in
rhetoric,  philosophy,
and  even  theology
have  drawn  on  h is
ideas  to  explore  how
complex  truths  are
communicated through
language  that  resists
simple  formulation.
The idea that the most
profound  statements
about human existence
a r e  n e c e s s a r i l y
paradoxical  has  found
echoes  in  existential
philosophy, in theories
of  metaphor,  and  in
discussions of religious
l a n g u a g e .  T h e
language  of  paradox,
as Brooks taught us, is

not  a  peculiarity  of
poetry  alone  but  a
fundamental feature of
how  human  beings
make  meaning  in  the
face of a complex and
often  contradictory
world.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING POWER
OF THE LANGUAGE
OF PARADOX

Cleanth  Brooks's  "The
Language  of  Paradox"
remains  one  of  the
most  important  single
essays  in  American
literary  criticism.  Its
central argument—that
paradox is not a flaw in
poetry but its essential
m o d e  o f
e x p r e s s i o n — h a s
permanently  changed
h o w  w e  r e a d  a n d
understand  poems.
Brooks showed us that
the  greatest  poetry
does  not  s imp l i fy
e x p e r i e n c e  b u t
e m b r a c e s  i t s
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complexities,  holding
opposing  truths  in
dynamic  tension.  The
language of paradox is
the language of human
depth, the language of
g r i e f  a n d  j o y
intertwined,  of  loss
that  is  also  gain,  of
death  that  opens  into
l i f e .  F o r  a n y o n e
seeking to  understand
what  makes  poetry

powerful,  enduring,
and  true,  Brooks's
insights  continue  to
offer  an  indispensable
guide. The language of
paradox  teaches  us
t h a t  t h e  r i c h e s t
mean ings  a re  not
those  that  can  be
stated plainly but those
that must be enacted,
felt,  and  inhabited
t h r o u g h  t h e  f u l l
resources of poetic art.


