Chapter |: Absolute Irony: Expression of Modernist Aesthetics of Crisis

This dissertation seeks to posit that Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice (1912) and T. S.
Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) both strive to arrest the modern Westerners' slide into moral
degeneration that pervaded the modern European societies. In order to address the modern
crisis of moral ethics, both texts focus on portrayal of characters who indulge in morally
degenerate acts. This comes in the form of irony as incorporated in the narrative structures of
these texts. Both texts strongly imply urgencies on the part of the charactersto moveinto a
spiritually sound lifestyle. The narrative machineries of these texts not only teem with
dramatization of a moral waste land but also suggest ways to redemption. However, the kind
of ironic vision both these texts build on fails to propel the characters towards the path of
regeneration - of rebirth of moral sense and of spiritual bliss - and as such, the irony in these

modernist texts becomes absol ute.

Set during one of the Balkan crises preceding the World War |, Death in Venice, a
1912 novella by German author Thomas Mann, arrests the attention of critics as an
interesting modern work of art. Mann’s work fictionally expresses the degenerating
contemporary European crisis, that is, “decadence.” Almost every sphere of life reflected this
genera crisis at that time. Decadence featured as the nucleus of modernity. The novella
firmly positsitself in its own eraas well as courageously attempts to critique the loopholes in
the very phenomenon - modernity. Similarly, T. S. Eliot's legendary 1922 work The Waste
Land employs apparently complex language, disjointed structure and far-fetched allusions
and references from a hoard of sources forcefully building up diverse and multicultural
intertextuality. The text replicates the climactic phase of the modern European crisis of moral

degeneration and spiritual bankruptcy.
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James F. Knapp criticizes the forms the modernist art works present themselves with.
For instance, Cubism emphasized on producing "several representations of the same object
rather than being “bound to more or less verisimilar optic image” (149). The audience faced
hindrance in finding coherence as the work embeds destabilizing formal discontinuity, which
meant a gap between the artist and the audience. During modernism, there appeared a general
advocacy for anecessarily discontinuous relation between the literary style and its audience.
Knapp pointsthat T. S. Eliot through the following and similar other statements influenced

what literary modernism developed into. Eliot states:

... it appears likely that poetsin our civilization ... must be difficult. Our
civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, and this variety and
complexity, playing upon arefined sensibility, must produce various and
complex result. The poet must become more and more comprehensive, more
allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language

into his meaning. (qtd. in Knapp 150)

In fact, in Eliot's authorizing the dislocation of language, which Knapp considered to have
become a central mark of modernist verse, impliesacritical practice of seeking 'meaning'
within a complex, indirect, allusive literary artifact. Thisintensive focus on the role played by
language in constituting meaning in relation to systems of social (dis)order pointsto a
guestionable facet of Modernist art. Knapp posits the intrinsic issue in the form of a question:
"Is the discontinuous form of modern literature an opening out to reveal structures of social
power, or isit instead an invitation to the closure of anew formalism” (151)? The use of
discontinuous and fragmented form in the modernist texts like The Waste Land intends to
recreate the socia trend of drawing towards morally convictable lifestyle. But The Waste

Land and most other highly modernist literary texts seem to end in aformalistic closure as
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Knapp suspects. As such the textual irony becomes devoid of its mission: the spiritual

transformation.

In the tightly woven fabric of Thomas Mann's Death in Venice, Bernhard Frank
discovers a series of coupled details— allusion or metaphor — recurring, building, or
metamorphosing. For him, for example, Tadzio's red tie, which Aschenbach later sports with
and "contains testicular, overripe strawberries suggestive of the passion that leads to
Aschenbach’'s demise” (99), is “ubiquitously phalic’. One another detail from the final scene
of the novella he focuses on is that of the abandoned camera and the tripod on which the
camerais mounted. The tripod associates itself with one “at the Oracle of Delphi, presided
over by Apollo, the god of prophecy” which serves, for Frank, as a counterpart for

Aschenbach's conversion:

... from Apollonian intellect to aDionysian, orgiastic life-style, the camera
on itstripod has been abandoned. For the first time Aschenbach does not look
at life through the distancing lens of his art, but confronts his feelings
directly. Inside the camerais the photographic plate of hislife, and, in that

sense, the camerais indeed his coffin. (100)

Frank's suggestion about the slide of Aschenbach's slide into a morally degraded disposition
through his abandoning of the camerarelates to the cherished ironic vision of the modernist
authors. Mann seems to be dexterously dramatizing the moral slide of the contemporary

European societies.

Asthe review of the available literature shows, both Death in Venice and The Waste
Land deal with moral degeneration, but the present research departs from all of the previous
research works on these textsin that it seeks to respond to the issue of moral degeneration

through the lens of absolute irony. An exploration of the form of absolute irony in these texts
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is the burden of this dissertation. The framework for analysis comesin general from theories
about the ironic vision and in particular from Alan Horizons of Assent: Modernism,
Postmodernism, and the Ironic Imagination, which posits absolute irony as the characteristic
feature of modernist literature. He also asserts that absolute irony verges on the pessimistic,

since it cannot resolve the paradox that its use gives rise to.

Whereas the first chapter has introduced the main argument of the dissertation, the
second chapter discusses absolute irony as the theoretical framework. The third chapter on
Death in Venice shows that the characteristic structure of irony in the novellais that of
absolute irony. Similarly, the fourth chapter demonstrates that despite moments of the
suggested visions of redemptions, T. S. Eliot’s ultimate despairing vision in The Waste Land
makes his intended satire to turn into absolute irony. Finally the concluding chapter posits

absolute irony as the defining feature of modernist aesthetics of crisis.



Chapter I1: Absolute Irony and Modernist Irresolution of Contradiction

The present chapter discusses aspects of the literary philosophical trope of irony. As
per the structural design of this dissertation, this chapter devotes itself to the discussion on the
theoretical perspective so as to provide aframework for the textual analysis of the selected
textsin the ensuing chapters. It begins with brief genealogical exploration of the ironic vision
in literary and philosophical contexts in general and eventually establishes the concept of
‘absolute irony’ as a unique postulation of Alan Wilde. Absolute irony as engineered by
Wilde critigues the way ironic vision resides in the textual world of most of the modernist
texts. The chapter explores the chief constructs of ironic vision from the Greco-Roman time
to the modern postmodern times. Thus the present chapter seeks to throw a spotlight on the
conceptual framework of the whole dissertation. It provides methodological base to the

dissertation.

Irony, acommon literary trope, is atopic of interest to the philosophy. Thetermis
derived from the Greek comic character eiron who triumphs over the stupid character,
ablazon. However, the meaning of the term has undergone much change since, in that the
Greek comic character eiron ultimately triumphed over ablazon through the technique of
understatement while most of the modern critical uses of “irony” involves concealing of the
real casein order to achieve special rhetorical or artistic effects. David E. Cooper explores
reasons for irony to consider atopic of interest to the philosophy of literature. To him, it is
generally encountered as a multi-faceted concept in that it is commonly characterized by
plural connections or layers of meaning. The meaning - "simulated ignorance”- of the Greek
term eironeia also necessitates a clarification of the need to indulge in the simulated form of
existence and of the way she manages to communicate layers of meaning on the part of the
ironist. However, the general belief that ironic trope needs aways to convey an embodied

sense of opposition with the literal meaning of the words used needs to be reviewed heavily if



Tyatgju 6

we are to envision the broader and discursive ironic domains that in turn depend on the styles
and nature of events chosen to apply. Lying cannot be considered as consisting of irony
although there is also a gap between the reality and the speaker's words. Nor is deception the

main or general intention of ironic utterances as some people would understand.

However, Cooper clarifies, “it is not just for the production of ironic speech and
writing that writers such as Swift, Voltaire, Heine, and Anthony Powell are celebrated as
masters of irony” (378). Cooper begins with the discussion of the two broad featuresin
common with the trope of irony: thefirst, onein which "The words used by a speaker or a
character in abook are not intended to convey...the attitude they superficially convey.” ...
and the second, in which “... the purpose of the devicesisacritical onei.e. toridicule,
mockery, and thelike ...” However, he aims ultimately to guide usto a different feature of
irony where “the irony belongs not to the events in themselves, but to the mute comment they
pass on certain beliefs and sentiments”’ (378-79). In so-called “tragic irony,” too — though
ridiculeis no longer quite the point — the irony owes to the incongruence between the actual

dispensation of Fate and the protagonist’s own understanding of events.

To Cooper, severd literary critics since Friedrich Schlegel vehemently hold “irony”
as “the essence of good literature” such as the nineteenth century Romantic Karl Solger who
called irony “the most complete fruit to the artistic understanding;” Thomas Mann for whom
“irony... isthe sense of art itself;” Barthes who is well-known for taking irony as “the true
test of writing aswriting ... the essence of writing” (380); and further claims of this kind,

especialy made by French poststructuralists, such as Jagues Derrida.

Among such anumber of versions of claims spurred regarding the definition of irony,
Cooper directs us to the one that is inspired by the idea of world- or historical irony. In this

vein, he considers especially over the beliefs two philosophers held: The first one, proposed
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by Kierkegaard, insists that “since ‘actuality’ isitself ironic, it isthe writer’ s duty to take a
‘negative’, distanced stance toward it”, and the other one by Lukacs in which he, defining
irony in relation to its use in novels, believes that “ since existence, in modernity at least, is
one of intrinsic *dissonance, breakdown or failure,’” the novel which is true to existence must
be ‘essentially ironigenic’” (380). Such views, Cooper believes, can appeal and be digestible

only to those minds who share these writers's visions of existence.

While considering the views that regard paradox and irony in relation to the appeal to
something inherent in literature, there appear at least two different developments. The first
emphasizes on theironic contrast or ‘contradiction’ between the status of atext as an artifice
and its effect on readers. That is, the emphasis lies on the contrast between the apparent
passion or commitment that may pervade atext and the comparatively cool detachment of the
author. The second devel opment, that of structuralists and deconstructionists, focuses on the
aleged ironic gap between the author’ s effort to convey a certain message and hisinability to
‘control’ how the text will in fact be understood — a gap resulting from a‘ play of codes’ that
intervenes between the author’ s intentions and the readers. As this may severely refract the
text’sintended meaning, the honest author will write in a manner “fraught with uncertainty”

rather than anticipating any confirmed control over “the meaning of the work.”

I. A. Richards distinguishes between poetry capable of “ironic contemplation” from

those incapable. He draws the distinction as:

A poem of thefirst group is built out of sets of impulses which run paralléel,
which have the same direction. In a poem of the second group the most
obvious feature is the extraordinarily heterogeneity of the distinguishable
impulses. But they are more than heterogeneous, they are opposed. They are

such that in ordinary, non-poetic, non-imaginative experience, one or other set
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would be suppressed to give as it might appear freer development to the

others. (234)

In the lines above, Richards, as a New Critic, attributes essential formal qualitiesto the higher
kind of poetry for irony to arise from it. The impulses must be not only heterogeneous but
also opposed. Emphasizing on the opposition among the impulses for generating ironic effect,
he further writes, “Irony in this sense consists in the bringing in of the opposite, the
complementary impulses; that iswhy ... irony itself is so constantly a characteristic of
poetry” (234) of highest order. For Richards and other New Critics, the deliberate
employment of the quality of opposition of heterogeneous drives are accompanied with other
formal effects such as fragmentation, contradiction and paradox all of which, workingin
unison with one another, conspire, in return, to bring about the desired ironic situation.

Richards further elaborates on the context in which he favoursirony to be situated:

These characters of aesthetic experiences can thus be shown to be very natural
conseguences of the diversity of their components. But that so many different
impulses should enter in is only what may be expected in an experience whose
ground-plan is a balance of opposites. For every impulse which does not
complete itself in isolation tendsto bring in alied systems. The state of
irresolution shows this clearly. The difference between any such welter of
vacillating impulses and the states of composure we are considering may well
be a matter of mediating relations between the supporting systems brought in

from either side. (235-36)

Richards obviously emphasizes that irony, or any kind of aesthetic experience takes the form
of a“natural consequence” once the “diverse impulses’ enter a strategically designed

“ground-plan” where discursive oppositions push against each other. The designer of such a
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platform struggles to build up more than anything else a crisscrossing network of oppositions
so that the ultimate ironic or other aesthetic consequences of higher kind get naturally
realized. Proudly anticipated, our consciousness, which is abandoned in a state of lack of
fulfillment, craves for aresolution “evidently impossible to do so.” Thus, Richardsian
discussion situates the irresolution of the contradiction as the methodological crux of the
ironic vision.

Robert Penn Warren, Cleanth Brooks and other New Ciritics rather extend on the
Richardsian notion of irony. For them, the poems that present parallel perspectives are of
inferior kind in that they lack the poet'sironic vision of the possible opposing attitudes which
great poetry incorporate in them. Furthermore, ambiguity is not a stylistic fault but an
inevitable consequence of the powers of language -- an indispensable means of poetic
utterance. The poetic experience is more delicately organized than ordinary experience.
Irony, as for the New Ciritics, is aterm which brings together the tension between different
intellectual or emotional forces existing within averbal structure. It balances heterogeneous
impulses within the text. For them, it is a necessary condition of good poetry. The meaning of
apoetic statement is ‘charged’ or qualified by the context in which, it appears, everything

provides context for every other tiling called mutual constitution irony.

When viewed in the broader context of Western ironic critical tradition, the Anglo-
American ironic critica tradition showsits root in the tradition of Kant through Pater and
Coleridge whereas the New Critical ironic vision carries strong Hegelian influences.
However, both of these traditions have been subject to criticism on the grounds that their
conception of irony essentially lack conceptual depth compared to the European tradition.
Paul A. Bove, who assesses the New Critical ironic vision as ‘intellectually exhausted’ and as
embodying “an interpretive opacity obscuring the view of the very modernist literature”

whose justification it sought to provide. Explicating his reasonsto discard it, Bove writes:
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[T]he New Ciritical tradition of ironic vision has been essentially
nonspeculative and merely concerned with irony as a technique of poetic
language. The ideology of thistradition is functionalist, systemic, and anti-
historical. Following in the secularizing tradition of Hegel and Mill, it negates
the importance of lived individual experience, of intentionality in the
constitution of the world. Many of the implications of this tradition remain

unthematized in most on the central texts. (245)

Bove critiques the intellectual shallowness of the New Ciritical ironic tradition which
fallaciously undervalued the trope of irony by rendering it to the status of afunctional
attribute of the poetic language. Bove' s analysis above resounds his objection in the way
most of the New Critics' s tendency to exploit irony as a part of the formal system of building
up the so-called organic unity. Thisformal approach, for Bove, clearly indicates a serious
problem: it nullifies the dimensions of ironic vision percolating through the historical events;

and, it disregards the subtle relationship irony often builds with human existence itself.

Itisin this context -- where the intellectually impoverished theories and practice of
irony advocated by the ironic critical traditions as those of the New Critics and Anglo-
American Critics prevail -- that criticsin the twentieth century compellingly acknowledge the
importance of the concept of irony Alan Wilde proposes in his book Horizons of Assent:
Modernism, Postmodernism, and the Ironic Imagination. Bove, in aliance with many other
critics supporting Alan Wilde's comprehensive theory on irony, not only rightly posits
Wilde's proposition in the tradition of Kierkegaard and phenomenology but also recognizes it
as “an dternative to the dominant modern and postmodern versions of Hegel and Schlegel
offered respectively by the New Critical and deconstructive theorists and critics’ (245). Bove
observes that Wilde' s postulation of anovel and self- conscious theory of irony in Horizons

of Assent surpasses all the Western ironic tradition through modern and postmodern era. For
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Bove, situating irony in itslegitimate origin, the modern attitude of mind, the book raisesits
status from either mere formal machinery of form (the New Criticism) or an instance of play
of the signs (Deconstruction) to the level of the deepest consciousness, which Wilde regards
asasite of so many consciousnesses and where it connects to the lived experience of human

beings. To quote Bove's own words:

Wilde insists that irony is neither the resolution of apparent oppositionsin
verbal paradox nor the ‘tropological aporia of the sign itself, but rather “a
mode of consciousness.” Irony is essentially the modern attitude of mind, the
‘vision’ of the twentieth century’sindustrial world. Drawing on Merleau-
Ponty’ s phenomenology of perception, Wilde insists that irony isrooted in the
‘priority of perception’ and is, as such, a pre-transcendental mode of
consciousness: “an instinctive, untutored, and, asit were, agestural seizing of
the world, which simultaneously makes and unavoidable claim on human

beings as so many consciousnesses incarnated in it. (245)

Bove' s observation here resounds the fact that unlike the New Critics and deconstructionists,
Wilde, in thefirst place, strongly favoursto see irony as ‘amode of consciousness rather
than adlave to any sort of formalist ‘politics' and as rooted in the ‘priority of perception’ in

the second.

Bove's claims gain no less further assertion in Karen Lawrence' s relevant explanation
of how Wilde rejects “ definitions of irony as a series of techniques [and] instead describes it
asa“mode of consciousness,” aresponse to conditions in the world” (177). Arguing quitein

line with Bove, Karen Lawrence marks, in Wilde' s theory:

...an interest in the shape of the work of art and in “the way it imposes order

on experience, in particular, the way it creates a sense of balance, unity and
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closure. Asisclear from thislist of aesthetic properties, [Wildeis] concerned
with certain formalist (in particular, New Critical) assumptions about the way

that texts are constructed. (177)

Bove and Lawrence agree with each other in their critique of the persistent use of sense of
balance, unity and closure as the fundamental premises and structure to construct any work of
art. These superficialities, undoubtedly, achieved a privileged position in terms of the

construction of works of art as the New Critic overtly favoured them in their major texts.

A strikingly meaningful dimension of Wilde's postulation resides in the fact how he
associates the thinking of thisironic consciousness of disjunction and disruption with
modernity. Similarly, with no less brilliance does Wilde establish irony as the fundamental
quality of the modern mind that instinctively views life and art through ironic sense. The
modern ironic vision, according to Wilde, builds on the “tensive structure of beliefs” which
may or may not resolve into a complete aesthetic experience embodies “the sign of the
author’ s connection with being,” retains his concern for irony to be figured out in close
interaction with life and history (gtd in Bove 245). These preoccupations, in Wilde, always

gain priority more than anything else.

Wilde' s Horizons of Assent divides modern literature into three periods: high
modernism, late modernism, and post-modernism. The historical dimension of Wilde'sirony,
an awareness of historicity of irony, produces a viable, though not so rigidly, taxonomy of
modern literature which, Bove believes, functions as an effective means to perceive correctly,
“the binary literary history of modern and postmodern so often advocated by proponents of
the latter.” Wilde' s taxonomy, however, brilliantly recognizes the indeterminacy and mutual
influences rather than obvious distinction between constructions of ironic mode across ages

and acknowledges “persistent strugglesin all periods with aworld unwilling to be ordered or
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made meaningful.” Indeed, Wilde shows that, in some ways, the entire tradition of modern

irony isencapsulated in E. M. Forster’s career.

Bove provides a summary of Wilde's classification of the forms of irony as:

... ‘mediate irony,” which ... imagines aworld lapsed from arecoverable ...
norm, and is the mode of satire and the least common modern manner
although it can be found, along with most other types, in Forster; ‘digunctive
irony’ which moves, even if reluctantly, toward paradox: “The ironist, far
more basically adrift, confronts aworld that appears inherently disconnected
and fragmented;” and ‘ suspensive irony,’ the primary postmodernist mode:
“with its yet more radical vision of multiplicity, randomness, contingency, and
even absurdity, [it] abandons the quest for paradise altogether —the world in

all itsdisorder isssimply (or not so simply) accepted. (247-48)

Notably, as Docherty observes, each of the forms of irony Wilde proposes seemsto
characteristically correspond to one of the twentieth century uses of irony: ‘mediate irony’ to
irony as we know it, implying the opposite of what is actually said; ‘digunctiveirony’ to the
irony typical of Modernist irony manifesting in the form of the New Critical paradox; and

‘suspensive irony’ to postmodernist irony that acknowledges disorder and multiplicity (266).

Bove, in his part, regards disjunctive irony -- Wilde' s favourite and, which Wilde
calls‘absolute irony’ after Kierkegaard, -- as “the most extreme form of modernist irony”

viewing it in an opposing relation to general irony, Bove further elucidates:

Absoluteirony is the dominant mode of much of Woolf, of Mrs. Dalloway, for
example, and of Yeats. It is an extension of the general vision of the
digunctive ironists, but it is also qualitatively different for, among other

things, it marks the limit of the aesthetic will to order and precipitates what
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Wilde calls the modernist “Aesthetics of Crisis’: “the confusions of the world
are shaped into an equal poise of opposites: the form of an unresolvable
paradox.” These texts “achieve not resolution but closure — an aesthetic
closure that substitutes for the notion of paradise regained, animage ... of a

paradise fashioned by man himself... (247-48)

Docherty, in addition, recognizes Wilde's argument of irony as “agenera explanation of the

movement away from unity and towards multiplicity in this century” asvalid and

acknowledges Wilde' s explanation for the Modernist writer’ stypically circular form: “‘the

artist retreats from her paradox and from the world it figure, aremote, hovering observer

now, saved from the impossible choice but condemned to its inevitable repetition’” (266).

Highly content with the all-encompassing frame of reference Wilde envisions for hisironic

sense characteristically against each period of modern history, Bove further illuminates the

concept:

The story Wilde tellsis of amodernism caught in a crisis produced by the
contradictory strategies designed to meet its vision of digunction, of alate
modernism trying to alter the failed strategies but at too severe an aesthetic,
human, and moral cost; and of a postmodernism less homogenous in its details
than often suggested as it hopes to devise assenting responses to arandom
existence and sometimes succeeds, fails, or, more rarely produces a tentative

order in the world of the ordinary. (249)

Giving a more concrete shape to what Bove emphasi zes, Lawrence seeks to capture Wilde's

larger view of how the ironic mode of modernism changes as postmodernism begins to

supersede in the Western critical tradition:



Tyataju 15

... both modernist and postmodernist irony are responses to a ‘ random and
multiple world’ in which the self is receding and dissolving. The difference,
however, islocated in the tone and attitude toward the contemporary crises
(modernists despair; postmodernists assent to it); in the ‘solution’ to the crisis
(modernists try to transcend the instability of life in the repose of art, whereas
the postmodernists do not even try to pose an ideal aesthetic order); and in the
degree of the writer’ s engagement with the world (modernists withdraw while
desiring to be engaged in the world; postmodernists * participate in the world’.

(179-80)

Through his thematic differentiation, Lawrence evidently establishes that the characteristic

structure of modernist literature is closely based on digunctive irony as opposed to that of

postmodernist literature, which is the reflection of suspensive irony. Wilde's position

regarding the modernist literary form is thus adequately explained. Modernist art forms, for

him, are wrought with gaps and structural fragments, and in their attempt to conjure up a

cohesive balance, they endsin digunctive irony and despairing vision. Lawrence reiterates

thefact as;

Like New Critics, ... [Wilde] focuses on aesthetic unity, balance, and paradox
in modern literature but just ultimately to reject their notion that oppositions
areresolved in “mutual balance and support,” and finds, instead, that beneath
the appearance of unity and balance, “fierce, unreconciled opposition
remains.” ... he speaks of the modernists' “tacit admission of failure to come
to terms with its [the world's| complexity” and of the “despairing vision”

common to all disunctiveirony. (178-80)
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Providing a strong justification for the observations of various critics above, Alan Wilde in
hisinsightful essay “Modernism and the Aesthetics of Crisis’ unearths that modernist
literature depended on and celebrated the form of perfect paradox characterized by
coherence, unity and wholeness. Modernist literature deals with the modern crisis bravely.
With its recognition of such acrisis, an anticipation of its resolution naturally follows.
However, never does this anticipation of aresolution gets realized. Nor does it adopt a
change in the approach i.e. the form of art used. Wilde rightly terms this bluntly rigid form of

modernist art as ‘ not mature but heroic’:

... modernist works structured on the principle of absolute irony—expresses a
sort of brave helplessness, and perhapsif one wants an honorific to apply to
these writers, the appropriate term is not mature but heroic. What we confront
finally isadifferent kind of complexity: the heroism of consciousness making
art of its own uncertainty and expressing in its very form, in the express

rejection of an easy resolution the difficult aesthetics of crisis. (23)

The understanding of Wilde's concept of modernist art as an * aesthetics of crisis’ and that of
the concept of ‘absolute irony’ deeply interlink with each other. His essay, “Modernism and
the Aesthetics of Crisis,” establishes that modernist art chiefly proves either to be a"religio-
aesthetic withdrawal from existential time into the eternal simultaneity of essential art” in that
it predominantly "presents itself as a congeries of so many closed, spatial, formally organized
works: a series of self-sustaining or organic constructs distantly proclaiming their inherent
superiority to the messiness of life"(13), or to embody "the burden of the modernist past”
through the most unheroic of contexts in which the characters seem to recreate the

conventionally applied scenes of ‘injunctions’ (14).
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Wilde finds "the sense of modernism as something monumental, not to say
marmoreal: agallery of timeless heterocosms or imperious speaking heads'(14) in the
modernist works. "Is this what modernism was:" interrogates Wilde, "a heap of icy aesthetic
shapes or aragbag of detachable moral injunctions?’ In fact, for Wilde, the modernist act of
connecting old injunctions in order to give them a new shape only 'expresses desire, not
achievement' of their aesthetic goals, and this gap between 'desire’ and 'achievement' informs
the 'desperate undertaking' of modernism. While his mgjor contention here concerns the
dynamics of the modernist works, - those heaps of 'icy aesthetic shapes or the detachable
moral injunctions' - his analysis drags inevitably on the scrutiny of the modernist criticism
because the two formed a complicit relationship that was powerful enough to obscure our
perception of what was going on under the name of modernism. Resorting to an approach
which, in hisown words, is archaeological in nature — *“an uncovering of sedimented layers of
criticism that obscures our view of the thing itself” (14), Wilde brilliantly exposes the
loopholesin their model of criticism: their emphasis on consistency, coherence under the
apparently disparate as capable of resolving the ambiguities and paradoxes which never

OcCcurs.

In acomparative study of the so-called antimodernist and pro-modernist aesthetics
that appeared in the early modernist works, especially novels and poetry, Marianne DeK oven
observes that this debate embodies only surficial politicsin that like modernist form, the
debate over its politics consists of unresolved contradiction and unsynthesized didectic.
Demonstrating a complexity in this politics of modernist form, which both male and female

writers were equally engaged in, DeKoven posits:

The representation and its own negation coexist in the text in an oscillating
simultaneity, an unresolved contradiction; not an ‘ambiguity,’ ’ paradox,’ or

‘tension’ resolved or contained by ‘organically unified’ form, asthe New
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Critics have it, but something entirely different: a coexistent doublenessthat is
resolved nowhere —that is reinforced in rather than eased of its

contradictoriness by the radically disunctive modernist form ... (685)

Thus, for the modernist writers as well as the critics, aform of art characterized by
fundamental digunction and coexistence of the representation and its own negation in the text
proves to be seminal asthey consider it an instrument to declare a breaking away of
modernist art from the conventional realist art. This again justifies Wilde' s claims about the

way modernist works construct ironic visions.

Wilde, thus, articulates the voice of many other critics and makes serious critique
about the politics of the modernist form of art which tends habitually to build on paradoxes,
contradictions and fragmentations, and then, to close its statements, but it never bothers about
answering the anticipation of the resolution to the ethical moral spiritual issuesit raises.
Consequently, characters remain in a state of eternal despair and lack of fulfillment, though
objective correlatives suggestive of the way out exist in the texts. Addressing such an
impasse, then, Wilde postulates a unique case of irony which he calls “absolute irony: the
conception of equal and opposed possibilities held in a state of total poise, or, more briefly
still, the shape of an indestructible, unresolved paradox (16).” Also called ‘disjunctive irony’
and applicable to a number of modernist texts, the concept recognizes in the works, first, the
enthusiastically built paradoxical situation where each of the multiple possibilities (states,
drives or propensities) exist in opposition to or disconnected from one another; second, the
paradox does not get resolved as it strives to control equally all the disconnected elements;

and third, the situation or the work concludes in mere aesthetic closure.

Taking a cue from Wilde, this dissertation posits that Eliot’s The Waste Land ends

without resolution of the contradiction: the irony remains unresolved so that it can be said
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assuredly that the rain does not fall. That is, owing to the infatuation with the vision of irony
based on formal complexity, modernist texts, of which The Waste Land is a quintessential
example, remain open-ended rather than providing a solution to the degenerate world they
represent. In other words, they fail to suggest any moral-spiritual reformation or regeneration.
Instead, representation of ‘amorally debased world’ and ‘the alienated self’ itself becomes
the fulcrum of the literary aesthetics of these texts. Similar unresolved ambiguity marks the
ending of Mann’s Death in Venice. This tendency of the modernist literature collaborated
with the newly flowering modernist literary criticism. The New Criticism, for example,
through its advocacy of formalist literary theories, celebrates textual coherence and textual
organicity under the fragmented structure at the surface level in order to concoct an ironic
vision.

Since the aesthetic signifier of the ironic design of the modern world as engineered by
the modernist art remains devoid of its aesthetic signified, this kind of vision of self-
contained irony in the modernist literary works characteristically anchors with what Alan
Wilde baptizes as ‘absolute irony'. As the present chapter has established the conceptual
framework of the research, each of the two ensuing chapters will attempt to see through the
two selected texts so as to demonstrate the aspects of ‘absoluteirony’ in the respective artistic
worldsthat is, existence of a state of paradox, irresolution of the paradox and the ending asa
mere aesthetic one. The concluding chapter in its part will attempt to make a viable inference
out of the discussionsin the textual analyses sections regarding the mode of irony adopted in

the modernist texts.



Chapter I11: Absolute Irony in Death in Venice

Modernist aesthetics deals chiefly with the unresolved crisis of the modern
mind. In their promise to duly respond to their consciousness of this crisis, modernist texts
adopt an essentially ironic mode of expression. As discussed in the theoretical framework of
this study in Chapter |1, formal ambiguities and paradoxes built on complex images and
alusions, the contradiction of which never resolve, construct the chief motifs of modernist
irony. This chapter will focus on the textual analysis of such techniques as used in Thomas
Mann'’s novella, Death in Venice so asto clarify their relationship with the nature of irony as
deployed in the text. By doing this, this chapter will attempt to illustrate how design of the
story strategically purports the protagonist Aschenbach’s persistent ironic moral slides while
ostensibly avoiding his rescue and moral rejuvenation against his tragic end/fall, and thus, the

ultimate realization of the form of absoluteirony.

Thomas Mann’s 1912 novella Death in Venice narrates the tale of awriter’s gradual
downward slide and tragic succumbing to depravity. As critics view, the novella, with ablend
of mythic narrative and psychological portrayal of characters, setsin motion agrave and
looming tone of decay and death from the very beginning. Generally appreciated for itsrich
imagery and classical allusions, Mann called it “a story of death ... of the voluptuousness of
doom.” The plot of Death in Venice is wrought with paradoxes. Critics find multiple and
opposing cultural, aesthetic, literary critical traditions and theories simultaneously at work in
the narrative of the novella. This aspect pervades the characters so strongly that they -
especially Aschenbach and Tadzio — appear to be enigmatic. The protagonist, Gustav von
Aschenbach is endowed with conflicting emotions right from the beginning. Allusions to
various aesthetic philosophies hover in the narrative structure of the novellato build the
ultimate ironic vision. Aschenbach takes up ajourney to Venice which poses him a series of

emotional challenges that he strives to overcome as an experienced intellectual man. This
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ensues more from the design imagined for the novella than from the necessary thematic
conditions. The novella s plot moves on in such away that against the generally pervading
pressures to address Aschenbach’ s urgencies to come up with remedial and corrective actions
and to duly redirect the straying away of his thoughts and activities which oppose the mora
exigencies and boundaries he took pride in, Aschenbach, allows himself to depreciate from
his aesthetic moral criteri