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INTRODUCTION: UNRAVELING
THE CORE OF POETIC MEANING

In the landscape of 20th-century literary
criticism, few concepts have sparked as
much debate and admiration as Cleanth
Brooks's theory of the "Language of
Paradox." As a leading figure of the New
Criticism movement, Brooks
revolutionized the way we read and
interpret poetry. His seminal essay, "The
Language of Paradox," first published in
1947 and later included in his landmark
book The Well Wrought Urn, argues that
paradox is not merely a decorative
rhetorical device but rather the very
essence of poetic language. For Brooks,
the language of paradox is what gives
poetry its unique power to convey
complex truths that ordinary, scientific
language cannot express. This article
delves deep into Brooks's theory,
exploring its origins, its core arguments,
and its lasting impact on literary studies,
all while demonstrating why the
language of paradox remains an
essential tool for any serious reader of
poetry.

WHO WAS CLEANTH BROOKS?

Before exploring the intricacies of his
theory, it is essential to understand the
man behind the ideas. Cleanth Brooks
(1906-1994) was an American literary
critic and professor, most notably

associated with the Southern Agrarians
and the New Criticism movement. He
taught at Yale University for many years
and, along with figures like John Crowe
Ransom and Robert Penn Warren, helped
shape the direction of American literary
criticism in the mid-20th century. Brooks
is best known for his close reading
techniques, which emphasize the text
itself over biographical, historical, or
sociological contexts. His works,
including Understanding Poetry (co-
authored with Warren) and The Well
Wrought Urn, became foundational texts
in university English departments. The
concept of the "language of paradox"
stands as one of his most enduring
contributions to literary theory.

THE CENTRAL ARGUMENT:
PARADOX AS THE LANGUAGE OF
POETRY

At the heart of Brooks's essay is a bold
claim: the language of poetry is the
language of paradox. By this, Brooks
does not mean that poets simply enjoy
using contradictions for stylistic flair.
Instead, he argues that paradox is
structurally necessary for poetry to
achieve its highest purpose. In his view,
the language of paradox allows poets to
hold multiple, even conflicting, meanings
in tension simultaneously, thereby
creating a richer and more truthful
representation of human experience.
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Why Paradox
Matters

Brooks contends that the language of
paradox is not a flaw or a confusion in
poetry but rather its greatest strength.
He distinguishes between two kinds of
language: the language of science and
the language of poetry. Scientific
language, Brooks explains, strives for
precision, clarity, and unambiguous
meaning. It seeks to reduce complexity
to simple, verifiable statements. Poetic
language, on the other hand, embraces
ambiguity, nuance, and multiplicity. The
language of paradox is the tool through
which poets achieve this depth. By
bringing together seemingly
incompatible ideas, the poet creates a
third meaning that transcends the sum
of its parts. This process, Brooks argues,
mirrors the complexities of life itself,
which is rarely reducible to simple
either-or propositions.

THE WELL WROUGHT URN: A
CASE STUDY IN PARADOX

Brooks's famous analysis of John Donne's
poem "The Canonization" serves as the
centerpiece of his argument about the
language of paradox. In this poem,
Donne presents lovers who are, by
worldly standards, failures. They have
not gained wealth, status, or worldly
success. Yet, through the language of
paradox, Donne transforms their failure
into a kind of victory. The lovers
renounce the world, but in doing so, they
become saints of love. They are dead to
society, yet they achieve a kind of
immortality through their love. The final
stanza, where the lovers are canonized,
represents the ultimate paradox: worldly

failure equals spiritual triumph.

The Phoenix and
the Urn

Brooks points to several key paradoxical
images in Donne's poem. The phoenix, a
mythical bird that rises from its own
ashes, symbolizes both death and
rebirth, destruction and creation.
Similarly, the well wrought urn, which
Brooks uses as the title of his book,
represents both a funerary container and
a vessel of enduring beauty. The
language of paradox transforms these
images into what Brooks calls "well
wrought" structures, where every part
contributes to a unified whole. The poem
does not resolve its contradictions but
instead holds them in a dynamic tension
that generates meaning. For Brooks, this
is the hallmark of great poetry: the
ability to reconcile opposites without
dissolving them.

PARADOX AS A STRUCTURAL
PRINCIPLE

It is important to understand that Brooks
sees the language of paradox not as a
local effect but as a structural principle
that governs the entire poem. In his
analysis, every element of a successful
poem works together to create a unified
effect. This unity, however, is not
achieved by eliminating contradictions
but by organizing them into a coherent
pattern. The language of paradox
becomes the organizing principle that
allows the poet to integrate diverse and
even opposing elements into a seamless
whole.
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lrony and
Ambiguity

Brooks's concept of the language of
paradox is closely related to other key
New Critical terms such as irony and
ambiguity. For Brooks, irony is a form
of paradox in which the speaker's
meaning is at odds with the literal
statement. Ambiguity, meanwhile, refers
to the capacity of poetic language to
sustain multiple meanings. Together,
these concepts form the backbone of the
New Critical method. When a reader
encounters the language of paradox,
they are forced to engage actively with
the text, weighing possible
interpretations and resisting the
temptation to settle for a single,
simplistic reading. This active
engagement is precisely what Brooks
believes poetry demands of its readers.

APPLYING THE LANGUAGE OF
PARADOX TO CLASSIC POEMS

Brooks does not limit his analysis to
metaphysical poets like Donne. He
applies the language of paradox to a
wide range of poets, from William
Wordsworth to William Butler Yeats. In
Wordsworth's "Composed upon
Westminster Bridge," for example,
Brooks identifies a paradox at the heart
of the poem: the city of London, a
symbol of human industry and bustle, is
described as being as silent and still as a
natural landscape. The language of
paradox allows Wordsworth to make the
familiar strange and to reveal a deeper
truth about the beauty of the urban
scene. Similarly, in Yeats's "Among
School Children," Brooks finds a series of
paradoxes that explore the relationship

between youth and age, body and soul,
and the ideal and the real. The famous
final line, "How can we know the dancer
from the dance?" is a perfect example of
the language of paradox, collapsing the
distinction between the performer and
the performance.

Wordsworth and
the Paradox of
Stillness

In his reading of Wordsworth's sonnet,
Brooks demonstrates how the language
of paradox transforms a seemingly
simple description into a profound
meditation on the relationship between
nature and civilization. The city, which is
ordinarily associated with noise,
movement, and activity, is presented as
a scene of perfect stillness. This
paradox, Brooks argues, is not a mere
trick but a way of seeing the city anew.
The language of paradox allows
Wordsworth to suggest that even the
most man-made environments can
participate in the sublime beauty of the
natural world. For Brooks, this is poetry
doing what only poetry can do: using the
language of paradox to reveal hidden
connections and to expand the reader's
perception.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES SURROUNDING
BROOKS'S THEORY

No influential theory escapes criticism,
and the language of paradox is no
exception. Some critics have argued that
Brooks overstates his case, claiming
paradox is central to all great poetry
when, in fact, it may be more
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than others. Others have pointed out
that Brooks's focus on the text itself
neglects the historical, social, and
political contexts that shape both the
production and reception of poetry. For
these critics, the language of paradox is
a useful concept but not a universal key
to poetic meaning. Additionally, some
have argued that Brooks's method can
lead to overly intellectualized readings
that ignore the emotional and affective
dimensions of poetry. Despite these
criticisms, the language of paradox
remains a powerful tool for close
reading, and Brooks's influence on
literary studies is undeniable.

The New
Criticism Legacy

Cleanth Brooks's work, including his
theory of the language of paradox,
helped establish close reading as the
dominant mode of literary analysis in
American universities for several
decades. While the New Criticism has
since been challenged by other
approaches, such as reader-response
theory, deconstruction, and cultural
studies, the skills of close reading that
Brooks championed remain essential for
any serious student of literature. The
language of paradox, in particular, offers
a way of appreciating the complexity
and richness of poetic language that no
other method quite captures. Even
today, when readers encounter a poem
that seems to say two contradictory
things at once, they are experiencing the
language of paradox as Brooks described
it.

CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT

In an age of soundbites and simplified
messaging, the language of paradox
may seem like a relic of a more
contemplative era. Yet, paradox remains
a powerful rhetorical and poetic device
in contemporary writing. Poets such as
Mary Oliver, Ocean Vuong, and Louise
Gluck all employ the language of
paradox to explore the complexities of
identity, loss, and belonging. Moreover,
the concept has found applications
beyond poetry. In advertising, politics,
and even social media, the language of
paradox can be used to capture
attention and to convey layered
meanings. Understanding Brooks's
theory, therefore, is not merely an
academic exercise. It equips readers and
writers with a deeper appreciation for
the ways in which language can hold
multiple truths at once. In a world that
often demands simple answers, the
language of paradox reminds us of the
value of complexity and ambiguity.

HOW TO IDENTIFY THE
LANGUAGE OF PARADOX IN
POETRY

For readers who wish to apply Brooks's
insights to their own reading of poetry,
here are several practical strategies for
identifying the language of paradox:

* Look for direct contradictions.
Pay attention to lines that seem to
assert two opposite things at the
same time, such as "death, thou
shalt die" or "losing, | found
myself."

e Examine imagery for symbolic
tension. Images that combine
opposites, such as a frozen flame
or a silent thunder, often signal

q Cleanth Brooks Language Of Paradox

2025-09-28



Cleanth Brooks Language Of Paradox 5

the language of paradox at work.

e Consider the relationship
between form and content.
Sometimes the language of
paradox operates at the structural
level, where the poem's form
contradicts its apparent subject
matter.

e Ask what the poem gains from
its paradoxes. Brooks would
insist that the language of paradox
is never gratuitous. Every paradox
should contribute to the poem's
overall meaning and unity.

* Resist the urge to resolve
contradictions too quickly. The
language of paradox invites the
reader to dwell in ambiguity rather
than to rush toward a single
interpretation.

THE LANGUAGE OF PARADOX
AND THE FUTURE OF LITERARY
CRITICISM

As literary studies continue to evolve,
the language of paradox remains a vital
concept for understanding how poetry
works. In an era of digital media and
visual culture, the close reading skills
that Brooks championed are more
important than ever. The language of
paradox teaches us to slow down, to
attend to the nuances of language, and
to appreciate the ways in which poetry
can hold complexity without collapsing
into confusion. While newer critical
approaches have expanded the field in
valuable ways, they have not rendered
Brooks's insights obsolete. On the
contrary, the language of paradox
continues to offer a rigorous and
rewarding method for engaging with the
most challenging and beautiful works of
poetic art.

Practical
Applications for
Writers

Writers of all kinds, not just poets, can
benefit from understanding the language
of paradox. In persuasive writing,
paradox can be used to challenge
assumptions and to encourage readers
to see a familiar topic from a new angle.
In creative writing, the language of
paradox can add depth and complexity
to characters, settings, and themes.
Even in professional and business
writing, paradoxical statements can
capture attention and make ideas more
memorable. By studying how Cleanth
Brooks analyzed the language of
paradox, writers can learn to wield this
powerful device more effectively in their
own work.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF PARADOX

Cleanth Brooks's concept of the
language of paradox has stood the test
of time because it speaks to something
fundamental about how poetry
communicates. At its best, poetry does
not simply convey information; it creates
a experience that is both intellectually
and emotionally satisfying. The language
of paradox is the mechanism through
which this happens. By bringing together
apparent opposites, the poet generates
a tension that energizes the poem and
invites the reader into a deeper
engagement with the text. Brooks taught
us that the language of paradox is not a
flaw to be explained away but a feature
to be celebrated. For students, scholars,
and lovers of poetry alike, understanding



the language of paradox is essential to the language of paradox reminds us that
appreciating the full power and beauty the deepest truths are often the most
of the poetic art. In a world that often complex. Cleanth Brooks's insight
demands clarity at the expense of truth, remains as relevant today as
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