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Verbal irony (one thing said, another thing meant). The company in the editorial office of the Evening Telegraph, a Dublin newspaper, are immensely enjoying themselves over a piece of bombastic oratory printed in the newspaper when Bloom, one of the main characters, enters.

—What is it? Mr Bloom asked. 

—A recently discovered fragment of Cicero's, professor MacHugh answered with pomp of tone. Our lovely land. (Cicero was one of the greatest orators and rhetoricians in ancient Rome.) (James Joyce, Ulysses [1922])

Socratic irony
[SOCRATES] Enough of the subjects of poetry: let us now speak of the style; and when this has been considered, both matter and manner will have been completely treated.

I do not understand what you mean, said Adeimantus.

[SOCRATES] Then I must make you understand; and perhaps I may be more intelligible if I put the matter in this way. You are aware, I suppose, that all mythology and poetry is a narration of events, either past, present, or to come?

Certainly, he replied.

[SOCRATES] And narration may be either simple narration, or imitation, or a union of the two?

That again, he said, I do not quite understand.

[SOCRATES] I fear that I must be a ridiculous teacher when I have so much difficulty in making myself apprehended. Like a bad speaker, therefore, I will not take the whole of the subject, but will break a piece off in illustration of my meaning.  (Plato, The Republic, III)

Eiron and alazon. In The Clouds, Strepsiades, acting as an eiron, meets Socrates, in this particular situation an alazon. Strepsiades defeats the learned Socrates in a debate by pretending incredulity and reducing the debate from a highbrow theocratic issue to a scatological matter:

SOCRATES: These are the only gods there are. The rest are but figments.

STREPSIADES: Holy name of Earth! Olympian Zeus is a figment?
SOCRATES: Zeus? What Zeus? Nonsense. There is no Zeus.

STREPSIADES: No Zeus? Then who makes it rain? Answer me that.

SOCRATES: Why, the Clouds, of course. What’s more, the proof is incontrovertible. For instance, have you ever yet seen rain when you didn’t see a cloud? But if your hypothesis were correct, Zeus could drizzle from an empty sky while the clouds were on vacation.

STREPSIADES: By Apollo, you’re right. A pretty proof. And to think I always used to believe the rain was just Zeus pissing through a sieve.  (Aristophanes, The Clouds [5th c. BC])

Closed irony. (On his third voyage, Gulliver is taken around the grand Academy of Lagado; what he sees is a travesty of science and technology, yet, ostensibly, he is filled with admiration): 

There was a most ingenious Architect who had contrived a new Method for building Houses, by beginning at the Roof, and working downwards to the Foundation; which he justified to me by the like Practice of those prudent Insects the Bee and the Spider.

There was a Man born blind, who had several Apprentices in his own Condition: Their employment was to mix Colours for Painters, which their Master taught them to distinguish by feeling and smelling. It was indeed my Misfortune to find them at that Time not very perfect in their Lessons; and the Professor himself happened to be generally mistaken: This Artist is much encouraged and esteemed by the whole fraternity.  (Jonathan Swift, Gullivers’s Travels [1726])

Open irony. (Isabel Archer, heroine of James’s novel, characterized. Note that the voice is the narrator’s, the vision is Isabel’s: this is how she sees her life. There is a marked contrast between the voice endorsing Isabel’s complacent view of her opportunities and the very limited nature of those opportunities when they are itemized.) 

She had had everything a girl could have: kindness, admiration, bonbons, bouquets, the sense of exclusion from none of the privileges of the world she lived in, an abundant opportunity for dancing, plenty of new dresses, the London Spectator, the latest publications, the music of Gounod, the poetry of Browning, the prose of George Eliot.  (Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, [1881])

Cosmic irony (the accident-design dialectic, the eternal manifest in the temporal)

	We move above the moving tree
In light upon the figured leaf

And hear upon the sodden floor
	Below, the boarhound and the boar
Pursue their pattern as before
But reconciled among the stars.  (T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets [1935-42])


