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Books of Special Interest 
What Is Irony? 

I R O N Y : A n Histor ical In t roduc t ion . By 
J . A . K. T H O M S O N . Cambridg-e: H a r v a r d 
Universi ty Press. 1927. 

Reviewed by E L I Z A B E T H H A Z E L T O N H A I C H T 

Vassar College 

^ ~ \ \ E who has read M r . T h o m s o n ' s beau-
^-^ t iful interpretat ions of Greek l i tera ture 
and history in " T h e Greek T r a d i t i o n " and 
"Greeks and Barba r i ans" is slig-htly repelled 
by the stiff title and f o r m a ! a r r angement 
in this new volume. T h e sub-title, " A n 
Historical In t roduc t ion , " has a musty-dusty 
t avor of antiquity. T h e heading's of the 
chapters are colorless Roman numera ls wi th 
annoy ing minute letters m a r k i n g subdivisions 
of thought . W h a t catches the eye is a 
quotat ion on the fly leaf, 

Tlic flory, jest, and riddle of the world, 
and an in fo rmal dedication of thanks to 
Gilbert M u r r a y fo r his unders tand ing sym­
pathy . 

A n y though t fu l reader wi l l find here a 
new type of l i te rary criticism. Greek l i tera­
ture is reviewed, not chronologica l ly , but 
f r o m the point of v iew of an i n f o r m i n g 
spirit . T h e subject, iron}', cannot be de­
fined, bu t is set fo r th t h rough Greek l i tera­
tu re itself. T h e w o r d E i ron came into 
l i tera ture th rough comedy and meant the 
cunn ing , pr imi t ive man , the Cal iban, w h o 
f ea r ing the ever-present jea lousy of Heaven, 
pretends to be less than he is. In comedy 
this ironical man is in conflict wi th the 
Alazon , or Impostor , w h o professes to be 
someth ing more than he is. By their va ry ­
ing importance, three elements, Alazon , 
E i ron , and For tune or Dei ty , determine the 
type of i rony in diff'erent fo rms of l i tera­
ture . 

In Aristophanes 's " A c h a r n i a n s " or 
" C l o u d s , " the fool runs his head against 
the force of circumstances and f a l l i ng is a 
comic-ironic figure. In ^ s c h y l u s ' s " A g a ­
m e m n o n " or Sophocles's "CEdipus R e x " the 
he ro challenges destiny and fal ls , a t rag ic-
ironic figure. A n d the h o r r o r of such 
t r agedy is that the spectator foresees the fal l 
and breathlessly awa i t s the events, thus be­

coming a par t ic ipant in the i rony of the 
plot . T h e irony of Eur ipides is more mod­
ern, a subjective i rony moti \ 'a tcd by an 
emotion too s t rong to t read the boards un­
masked, bred perhaps of " a sadm-ss fruui 
some defeat of high i l lusions." 

T o give any idea of the content of the 
book one must thus u e its \-cry phrase ):;::y. 
M r . T h o m s o n , after establishing by a i a h Is. 
pa raphrase , and t ranslat ion the or ig in and 
essence of i rony, shows that both comic and 
t ragic i rony existed in H o m e r ; that 
Herodotus ' s Histor\ ' m igh t ha^'C fo r a sub­
title " T h e T r a g e d y of K i n g Xerxes , " and 
for tha t " t he whole machinery of d ramat ic 
i rony is b rough t into a c t i o n ; " that T h u c y -
dides's His tory , like d rama , represents the 
clash of human Hubr i s and divine Nemesis 
until his i rony acquires " t remendous force 
f r o m its apparen t substantiation by the naked 
f a c t s ; " that the great E i ron of D ia logue is 
the P la ton ic Socrates, whose i rony was man i ­
fested as "emot ion tempered by common 
sense, common sense t ransfigured by emo­
t i on . " Lucian, at last, was the l ink between 
ancient and modern i rony because he made 
i rony satir ical and used it f o r defense. T h i s 
weapon o f his was handed down to Erasmus, 
M o r e , and Rabelais . 

A br ief review of R o m a n i rony shows 
less i rony in Lat in l i tera ture than in Greek, 
and that imitat ive. T h e r e are pa r t i cu la r ly 
i l lu in ina t ing pages on Horace and on 
Tac i tus w h o w r i t i n g on " the wra th of God 
upon the R o m a n peop le" " w i t h hue like 
that when some grea t pa in ter dips his pencil 
in the g loom of ear thquake and eclipse" 
manifested the Apocalypse of the t r ag ic 
irony. 

But this was not a l l . 

The tragic irony found its way Into the 
modern world. . . . The thoughts of men about 
life and death rnay change, or at least be 
cheered by a new hope, but life and death 
themselves remain, and while they remain can 
never fall to provide a sufficiency of tragic 
matter. The problem of evil, the problem of 
unmerited suffering. Is with us as much as with 
the ancients. We have dropped one answer to 
the Sphinx, but she has not yet cast herself 
from her rock. There Is still on her lips that 
smile which we call Irony. How to Interpret It 
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Is the business of philosophy, perhaps of re­
ligion. How to express It is the business of 
art. .And this we learned from the Greeks. 

Ti ia t nnal p a r a g r a p h suggests the au-
thor '^ distinguished style, but only the book 
itself with its luctdus ordo, fine insight , 
delicate appreciat ions, and lo hello stile can 
sliow how t ru ly it presents the problems of 

T i e glory, jest, and riddle of the world. 

From the Other World 
T H E H I S T O R Y O F S P I R I T U A L I S M . 

Bv Si : A R T H U R C O N A N D O Y L E . New 

Y o r k : George H. D o r a n . 1927. 2 vols. 
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A LL of us w h o retnember our you th owe 
a debt of g ra t i tude to Sir A r t h u r Conan 

Dovle . But even in those far-off days of 
" M i c a h C l a r k e , " " T h e Whi te C o m p a n y , " 
and the adventures of the egregious "Sher­
lock Ho lmes , " he never wro te a better chil­
dren's storv than his " H i s t o r y of Spir i tual­
i sm." W e accompany Swedenborg to his 
a m a z i n g pa rad i se ; we hea r the " speak ing 
wi th tongues" in E d w a r d E r v i n g ' s c h u r c h ; 
we watcli the incursion of Red Ind ian spirits 
a m o n g the Shakers ; we listen to Andrew-
Jackson Daxis 's prophecy in mesmeric t r a n c e ; 
we are present at the historic m i d n i g h t 
scene of M a r c h 3 1 , 1848, when Kate F o x 
snapped her fingers, c ry ing , " H e r e , old 
Spl i t fool , do as I d o , " and the knockings 
instantly responded ( i talics Doy le ' s ) ; and 
thencefor th , the int roduct ion over , we move 
a m o n g ever g rea te r marvels , perceiving 
H e n r y Slade pass mater ia l objects t h r o u g h 
one another , D . D . H o m e fly across the 
air , K a t e K i n g g r o w and diminish, Eusapia 
Pa l l ad ino put fo r th s t range ectoplasmic 
l imbs, and spooks innumerab le , fe l t and 
weighed and pho tographed . But when one 
asks w h a t basis of fact lies behind this 
interesting nar ra t ive he gets no sat isfactory 
answer. T h e au tho r is so careless of ele­
mentary historical scholarship that he ra re ly 
refers to his sources and when he does the 
footnote near ly a lways points to some Spir­
itualistic magaz ine . His " H i s t o r y " is made 
up largely of hearsay evidence; such state­
ments as the f o l l o w i n g a b o u n d : 

" H u n d r e d s of respectable citizens of 
Buffalo are reported to have seen these 
occurrences." 

" H e ims said to know no Ge rman , yet 
messages in German appeared on the slates." 

T h i s sort of test imony the a u t h o r r ega rds 
as entirely conclusive. On the other hand , 
the exposures of Slade, M o n k , Eusapia 
P a l l a d i n o , — a n d even the confession of 
M a r g a r e t F o x he r se l f ,—fa i l to shake his 
fai th in those very mediums. T h e negat ive 
repor ts of investigations at the Universi ty 
of Pennsylvania , H a r v a r d , the Sorbonne, 
and elsewhere are al l discredited. T h e 
Society fo r Psychical Research comes in fo r 
sharp criticism because of its exaggera ted 
skepticism! All in a l l , Sir A r t h u r Conan 
Doyle impresses one as perhaps the worst 
judg'e of historical evidence that could pos­
sibly be found . 

Nor is one's confidence restored by 
"Pheneas Speaks," the record of al leged 
spirit conuTiunications to Sir xYrthur's wi fe , 
«"hich she obtained th rough au tomat ic wr i t ­
ing or in a state of semi-trance. Pheneas 
claims to be an Arab ian who lived at XJr 
of the Chaldees before the t ime of A b r a h a m . 
Possibly this accounts for the fact tha t his 
Engl ish ne-i'cr rises above the level of the 
first r eader ; yet this seems improbable be­
cause several o ther spirits who occasionally 
chime in speak in exact ly the same style. 
Tl ie messages of Pheneas offer hygienic ad-
\ ' l c e — " T a k e bismuth twice a d a y ; " a l lu r ­
ing pictures of heaven as a quiet park- l ike 
p l a c e — " W e have got a most beau t i fu l—oh , 
beau t i fu l ! space of green grass, very open 
and l a rge , wlicre they have wonder fu l 
games, every g a m e , " where , best of a l l , 
" T h e r e will be n o motor cars or noise to 
disturb the wonder fu l b e a u t y ; " personal 
e n c o u r a g e m e n t — " Y o u have a grea t w o r k 
set apar t f o r you to d o ; it is a beaut i fu l 
work , an<I . . . you wi l l get grea t advance­
ment in the other wor ld t h rough i t ; " praise 
of the m e d i u m — " S h e wi l l be wonde r fu l . 
She has God 's g rea t w o r k to d o ; " much 
ta lk of the immediate second coming of 
Chr i s t—to E n g l a n d , n a t u r a l l y — w h e n " the 
things which are done in God 's name which 
are cruel and wicked wi l l not be able to 
exist. Al l shams wi l l be swept a w a y by 
then, and only t ru th wi l l live . . . T h e r e 
will t>e a grea t change in the manne r of 
life in the w o r l d . . . People wi l l live 
fo r real things, not shams, f o r God and 
for their ne ighbors . " If these messages 
are ver idic . Sir A r t h u r a n d his w i f e must 
have come in touch wi th the most repetit ious 
bore that ever got into heaven by mistake. 
T h e idea of spending an e terni ty w i th 
Pheneas makes the t h o u g h t of annihi la t ion 
very sweet. 
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An Offer you can^t afford to miss! 
FOR a short time only, YOL" can L̂ ct 

the very latest Britannica in the 
p o p u l a r N E W F O R M for 

F A M I L Y USE, at a clear Saving of 
40%, as compared with the higher-
priced Cambridge Issue, and—in addi­
tion—a Handsome Bookcase FRF,"E. 

This is the greatest monev-saving 
offer the Britannica Company has ever 
made. Think what it means to Y O l ' ! 

The Very Latest 

BRITANNICA 
in the 

NEW FORM for Family Use 
at a price which anyone can easily 
afford. This tremendous reduction in 
price is now possible because the N E W 
F O R M is printed from the same plates 
as the higher-priced Cambridge Issue; 
and the 12 volumes are bound as 16 
(2 vols, in 1 cover). 

The Britannica is the world's great­
est source of knowledge. 

The W or Id's Highest Authority in 16 Compact 
Double J olumes. (32 volumes^ bound 2 in 1) 

Here, alone, can you have all the 
facts on every important subject known 
to mankind^—knowledge that you could 
never hope to learn and retain in a 
lifetime of study—yet instantly avail­
able for use in any emergency. 

The wonderful story of today's op­
portunities is told, not by those on the 
outside looking in, but by the very men 
and women who are remaking the 
world in which we are living. 

One Work You 
Really Must Have 
T h e very features which make this 

new Britannica so valuable to every « 
doctor, lawyer, student, scientist and 
business executive, also make it abso­
lutely indispensable to Y O U . 

The amazing story of recent world-
progress is told by men and women 
who are themselves an integral part of 
that story. These famous men and 
women are pre-eminently fitted to give 
you a clear insight into the future. 

Order Your Set Now 
and Save 40% 

; H I S limited-time offer is YOU R 
r ^ j ^ ^ ^ ^ opportunity to own the very 
^ ^ ^ = ^ ^ ^ latest Britannica, in the N E W 
F O R M for F A M I L Y USE, at a siceep-
ing reduction of 40% as compared with 
the higher-priced Cambridge Issue. I t is 
your opportunity to possess the genuine 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, recognized the 
world over as the highest authority on 
every subject of importance. This is an 
offer of tremendous importance to every 
man and woman in the world today who 
knows the value of accurate knowledge, 
and its vital need in this marvelous age of 
swift progress. 

This Is What You Get 
While this Special Offer lasts, you can get: 

I . The Complete new 13th Edition of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica, containing 
new facts, ideas and practical suggestions 
—information not elsewhere available. 

Z . You get it in the large-page, large-
type N E W F O R M for F A M I L Y USE 
(32 volumes bound as 16) with 33,000 

pages, written by 2,500 world authorities 
from 50 different countries. 

3 . You get Six Valuable Reading 
Courses, selected from the series known as 
the Britannica Home University, and— 

4> A Handsome Bookcase (value 
$25.00). in mahogany finish, with glass 
doors, F R E E with your set of the 
Britannica! 

The mass of human knowledge, to 
which new facts are being added every 
day, is so enormous that no one man can 
ever hope to compass half of it. Much of 
this vitally important information is not 

THERE are new marvels in the 
world today which, seen w îth 

inquiring eyes, can make or re-make 
your life. It is precisely because of 
this that every intelligent man and 
w^oman needs this new^ Britannica. 

o 
available at all outside of the Britannica, 
which puts it A L L at your service in­
stantly. 

Never before, in all the history of pub­
lishing, has a new edition of the Britan­
nica in such a compact and convenient 
form been offered at such a low price! 

Send for t h i s 1 * A T ^ A ^T 
FREE Bookle t * %^MjfJ%. A 

The tremendous demand for this new Brit­
annica in the popular NEW FORM has 
already far surpassed all previous records. 
Already many thousands of sets have been 
sold. Soon this Extra Special Offer will 
have to be withdrawn. Fill in and mail 
the Coupon below for 
handsome illustrated 
booklet, which we'll 
g l a d l y send you 
FREE. It tells all 
about this Special Of­
fer, and explains the 
Easy Terms of Pay­
ment. Tear out this 
Coupon NOW and 
drop it in your near­
est mail-box before 
the last collection to­
night. 

WHY NOT GET YOUR SET NOW ? 
You know the Britannica. You have consulted it times without num­
ber—at the Public Library, and at the homes of your friends. You 
have quoted from it again and again. But have you ever BOUGHT 
a set of your own? Why isn't this the time to do it? For an initial 
payment of only $5, the balance in convenient monthly amounts, you 
can have this newest Britannica delivered to your home immediately. 
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