
�� �� �� �� �� ��

�������������	�
�����
�����������	���������������	�������������������	���������	���	������� �!
���"�	�������	�������������#������� �	�$���������!

�������������	�%�������
��

�����������&���#�	��������������������� �	�'���������������!���	�������������	�(�)���	�����������	�(���	�������������	�(�*�+�*���	�������	�,�-�.�,�/



40 

REVIEWS 

W. J. T. Mitchell. B lake ' s Compos i t e 

A r t : A S tudy o f t h e I l l u m i n a t e d 

P o e t r y . Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 1978. xix + 232 pp. illus. 

+ 112 pis. 

R e v i e w e d b y Thomas Frosch 

iLAK 
DMPOSITE 

A'RHP I AS tudyof the 
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WJ.T. MITCHELL 

T he fundamental argument of Blake's Composite 
Art is tha t , although the texts in Blake's 
i l luminated poetry can stand quite well by 

themselves, we must, to understand them f u l l y , read 
them together with the i r designs. Mitchel l begins 
with a theoret ical discussion of the i l luminated 
format and then, contending that each i l luminated 
poem is an organic un i t and develops i t s own p a r t i ­
cular re lat ionship of text and design, proceeds to 
detai led readings of three works: The Book of Thel, 
The Book of Urizen, and Jerusalem. This is a w e l l -
chosen series for several reasons. F i r s t , we see 
Blake in the ear ly , middle, and la te stages of his 
poetic career. Second, we see three c r i t i c a l develop­
ments in his mythology: the breakdown of Innocence, 
the evolut ion of the world of Experience, and the 
apocalyptic recovery of paradise. And t h i r d , we see 
three d i f f e ren t sty les of i l l um ina t ion : one in 
which the re lat ionship of design and tex t is gen­
e ra l l y i l l u s t r a t i v e ; one in which the designs assume 
a more asser t ive , independent s ta tus; and one in 
which the pictures play a complex iconographic and 
s t ruc tura l role in Blake's most formally d i f f i c u l t 
work. Because Mi tche l l ;s out l ine is logical and 
a t t rac t i ve and because his w r i t i ng is c lear , his 
book can serve as a sophist icated int roduct ion to 
Blake, as well as a substantial advanced study. 

Before we see how Mi tche l l ' s ou t l ine ac tua l ly 
works out , we may ask "what kind of Blake" emerges 

in his c r i t i c i s m . Bas ica l ly , Mitchel l has a con­
temporary and, I f e e l , sound concept of Blake. His 
is not an occult or mystical Blake but one who 
rejects transcendence and ins is ts that "redemptive 
energies are in th is wor ld, or must be brought in to 
th is world" (131), one whose highest value is the 
imagination as a process, and one fo r whom a true 
apocalypse paradoxical ly "does not foreclose the 
poss ib i l i t y of continued evo lu t ion , possibly even 
new ' f a l l s ' in to er ror" (136). At the same t ime, 
Mi tche l l ' s Blake has a highly d i s t i n c t personal i ty 
which w i l l not appeal to every reader. His Blake 
is not the Piper of Innocence or Rintrah raging in 
the wilderness or the visionary v i t a l i s t Oothoon. 
His is Blake the a r t i s t - -and the a r t i s t perhaps 
u l t imate ly more as fo rma l i s t , maker of a r t -ob jec t s , 
than as Romantic hero, although the l a t t e r is by no 
means absent. But more p a r t i c u l a r l y , his is a Blake 
of ambiguities and balanced judgments, an ex is ­
t e n t i a l i s t Blake making meaning in the face of the 
void (Sartre and Camus dominate the few contemporary 
analogues), a "sane" Blake capable of laughing at 
himself. Above a l l , th is is a gent le , to lerant 
Blake; the Blakean idea that prevai ls in th is book 
is Forgiveness. Perhaps th is is a Blake in keeping 
with a time l i ke the la te 70's when extremism is 
less in fashion than i t was in the 60 's . 

Mitchel l begins with a useful and e f fec t i ve 
study of the general re la t ionship between text and 
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design. Arguing that Blake seeks "an energetic 
r i v a l r y , a dialogue or d ia lec t i c between vigorously 
independent modes of expression" (4 ) , he analyzes 
several common ways in which the designs diverge 
from a purely i l l u s t r a t i v e subordination to the 
poetry. The f i r s t way appears in " i l l u s t r a t i o n s 
which do not i l l u s t r a t e " anything in the text and 
is c lear ly demonstrated by the picture of the bard 
carrying the winged ch i ld in the f ront isp iece to 
the Sonas of Experience. For such designs, says 
M i t che l l , the reader must supply his own poem. Using 
the t rad i t i ona l iconography of St. Christopher, 
Mitchel l in terprets the picture as a symbol of reader 
and poet, both of them burdened with the prophetic 
task of making meaning in a spectral wor ld. The 
second way is the kind of counterpoint that appears 
in America where Blake uses a picture of a Urizenic 
Angel of Albion to i l l u s t r a t e a speech by Ore and 
one of Ore to i l l u s t r a t e a passage about the Angels; 
the resu l t is a composite drama in which the aged 
oppressor is transformed into his youthful opponent 
(and perhaps vice versa). Here, Mitchel l indisputably 
shows that text and design together create s i g n i f i c a ­
t ion that can' t be gained from e i ther by i t s e l f . 
The th i r d way is syncopation (Frye's term), in which 
the related text and design are widely separated. 
M i tche l l ' s example, the t i t l e -page of The Marriage 
of Heaven and Hell, is poorly chosen. He fol lows a 
questionable t r ad i t i on in associating the embracing 
f igures at the bottom of the plate with the Memorable 
Fancy in which the angel, embracing the f i r e , turns 
in to a d e v i l . Is i t rea l l y necessary to go through 
the tortuous in terpretat ions of th is design required 
to establ ish such an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n when the 
embracing f igures appear under the word "marriage" 
on the i r own plate and when the theme of sensual 
enjoyment runs prominently through the text that 
follows? Mitchel l and others argue that the f igures 
are not c lear ly male and female, but the term 
"marriage" in th is work refers to many types of 
marriage--among them, reason-energy, passive-act ive, 
form-content, ange l -dev i l , female-male--and de-
sexualizing the f igures permits the expression of 
th is f u l l symbolic range. 

M i tche l l ' s next example of p i c t o r i a l indepen­
dence, a case in which a design that apparently only 
i l l u s t r a t e s rea l l y adds s i gn i f i can t l y to the poetic 
argument, is also poorly chosen. Mitchel l often 
proposes sources for Blake's designs in p i c t o r i a l 
t r a d i t i o n , and frequently he does th is convincingly. 
In th is instance, he uses pictures of the guardian 
angel theme to suggest tha t , although in the tex t of 
"The L i t t l e Black Boy" the English boy is white as 
an angel and the speaker is a los t sou l , in the 
design the i r states are inverted. The trouble here 
is that Mitchel l u n c r i t i c a l l y accepts a text which, 
as Bloom has pointed out , collapses into incoherence 
unless read i r o n i c a l l y , for i f the two boys are 
freed in heaven from the i r bodies, as the poem says 
they are, then the speaker can no longer use his 
blackness to guard the white boy. The point is 
that M i tche l l ' s reading of the to ta l plate is com­
plete ly dependent upon his understanding of the 
text alone; i f the textual reading has d i f f i c u l t i e s , 
the composite-art reading w i l l j us t get us in to 
deeper t roub le . In l ine wi th th is problem, I am 
pa r t i cu la r l y interested in M i tche l l ' s statement 
t ha t , especial ly in the longer works, the text is 
bet ter read repr inted by i t s e l f , since deciphering 

the handwriting and looking at the pictures d i s t rac t 
one from the hard concentration that a Blakean text 
demands. This is a suggestive observation, although 
Mitchel l doesn't develop i t . I l luminat ion p i c t o r i ­
al izes the poem; however, in the act of in te rpre ta­
t ion i t is the words that assume primacy: in his 
f u l l readings Mitchel l always begins with the t e x t , 
as I think nearly a l l Blake readers must. In 
e f f ec t , i l luminat ion functions as a strategy to 
suppress, even conceal, the words, in contrast wi th 
the exposure of the pr inted page. Mitchel l does 
refer to Frye's notion of " con f l i c t i ng aesthetic 
appeals" as a fur ther type of independence; Blake 
makes d is t rac t ion into an aesthetic p r i nc i p l e , and I 
wonder to what extent and in what speci f ic instances 
i t might also be studied as a psychological p r i nc ip l e . 

Mitchel l continues his treatment of the tex t -
design re lat ionship with an excel lent discussion of 
Blake's a t t i tude to the idea of the Sister Arts as 
one of c r i t i que rather than acceptance. He shows 
how Blakean pract ice contradicts point by point the 
pr inc ip les of the ut pictura poesis t r a d i t i o n , in 
which the imagination is given a visual analogy. 
Blake emerges convincingly here as an anti-perspec-
t i v a l , a n t i - p i c t o r i a l a r t i s t ; for him poetry and 
pa in t ing , fa r from seeking analogous methods, each 
have to f ind indiv idual ways of being v is ionary. 
But wi th the text at tacking object ive time and the 
designs attacking object ive space, both cooperate in 
reshaping the perceptual world. 

Mitchel l valuably places the re la t ion of tex t 
and design wi th in the context of Blakean d ia lec t i c 
in general. The apparent schism between poetry and 
paint ing is simultaneous with that between soul and 
body, i n t e l l e c t and sense, and, most r ad i ca l l y , male 
and female; and thus composite-art c r i t i c i s m leads 
us s t ra igh t in to the central Blakean problem of 
dualism. The independence of text and design, says 
M i t che l l , re f lec ts Blake's v is ion of f a l l en dua l i t y , 
but at the same time the creative contrar iety of text 
and design enacts the return from divided nature to 
unfal len un i ty . 

To me, the most in teres t ing observation that 
Mitchel l makes in his ent i re theoret ica l discussion 
is that the " p i c t o r i a l 'wars of i n t e l l e c t ' which 
Blake conducted with the texts of the past [ i n his 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s of other poets] continue, in a sense, 
even into his designs fo r his own poems," insofar as 
here too he refuses merely to be an i l l u s t r a t o r (19). 
For M i t c h e l l , th is indicates that the "refusal to 
provide visual t ranslat ions of texts . . . is not 
merely a sign of doctr inal di f ferences with his 
subject , but is a basic p r inc ip le in his theory of 
i l l u s t r a t i o n " (19). I think Mitchel l gets closer 
to the t ru th when he says la te r that Blake's 
i l luminated s ty le "embodies the drama of a d iv ided, 
polarized consciousness seeking reun i f ica t ion—the 
subject of his prophetic books" (52). But what type 
of internal aggression and se l f - d i v i s i on is revealed 
in the spectacle of a Blake who rebels even against 
himself? What impelled Blake to develop two a r t i s t i c 
g i f t s to an unmatched degree and bring them together 
in a complex double ar t? Doubleness in Blake seems 
anter ior to any of i t s formal and thematic ex­
pressions. As Levi-Strauss has treated myths as 
embodiments rather than solut ions of problems, so 
we see in Blake's double a r t a tremendously angry 
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and divide d sensibilit y  seekin g externa l  embodiment s 
of  it s  ow n structure .  Ye t  w e als o se e Blak e 
strugglin g t o transfor m wrat h an d conflic t  int o non ­
destructiv e mode s o f  doubleness :  interplay , 
cleansin g correction ,  brotherhood ,  an d marriage ,  a s 
wel l  a s th e strivin g beyon d doublenes s t o reunifica ­
tion . 

Chapte r  I I  focuse s o n severa l  centra l  feature s 
of  Blake' s pictoria l  style .  Th e firs t  i s  th e 
relationshi p o f  colo r  an d line .  Mitchel l  write s 
tha t  althoug h Blake' s theor y vehementl y suppresse s 
colo r  i n favo r  o f  line ,  i n hi s actua l  practic e colo r 
and ligh t  pla y importan t  role s an d occasionall y 
eve n predominate .  I n th e theor y an d th e poeti c 
mythology ,  outlin e i s permanent ,  male ,  Los ,  th e 
nake d body ,  whil e colo r  i s evanescent ,  female , 
Enitharmon ,  th e garment ,  bu t  wha t  w e actuall y se e i s 
a dialecti c o f  th e two ,  simila r  t o th e interpla y o f 
tex t  an d design .  A  secon d pictoria l  featur e i s th e 
use o f  th e huma n bod y a s a n organizationa l  facto r 
i n composition .  Th e bod y appear s i n a  continuu m o f 
posture s fro m th e contracted ,  oppresse d crouchin g 
for m t o th e expansive ,  risen ,  leapin g o r  flyin g form . 
Mitchel l  caution s u s agains t  oversimpl y applyin g a 
moral  cod e t o Blake' s forms ,  however ,  b y pointin g ou t 
positiv e instance s o f  contractio n an d negativ e o f 
expansion ;  h e doe s th e sam e fo r  th e categorie s o f 
translucenc e an d opacity .  Ultimately ,  eac h pictur e 
of  th e bod y i s a  fram e i n th e "visionar y cinema "  o f 
Albion' s tota l  bod y i n it s unfallen ,  all-flexibl e 
potentiality ;  an d th e limit s o f  contractio n an d 
opacit y hav e thei r  ow n necessit y withi n Blake' s 
tota l  vision .  I n thi s discussion ,  a s i n th e sectio n 
on color ,  w e se e Mitchell' s  characteristi c spiri t  o f 
reconciliatio n a t  work ,  redeemin g common Blakea n 
scapegoats . 

A third ,  an d especiall y interesting ,  pictoria l 
featur e i s tha t  linea r  compositio n i n Blak e i s base d 
upon fou r  forms ,  use d eithe r  i n repetitio n o r  inter ­
actio n withi n th e frame :  spiral ,  S-curve ,  circle , 
and inverte d U .  Her e I  thin k Mitchel l  teache s u s t o 
loo k a t  Blakea n design s i n a  usefu l  ne w way .  Th e 
spira l  an d S-curv e ar e generall y associate d wit h 
expansio n i n subjec t  matte r  an d th e circl e an d 
inverte d U  wit h contraction .  Furthermore ,  workin g 
fro m recurren t  poeti c motifs ,  Mitchel l  associate s th e 
spira l  wit h th e ear ,  th e S-curv e wit h th e tongue ,  th e 
circl e wit h th e eye ,  an d th e inverte d U  wit h th e nose ; 
he thu s see s sensor y openin g an d ar t  wor k a s paralle l 
i n tha t  bot h ar e window s t o b e see n through .  H e 
develop s i n detai l  th e spiral ,  a s vine ,  scroll , 
serpent ,  whirlpool ,  and ,  particularly ,  vortex .  Th e 
vortex ,  i n hi s analysi s o f  thi s comple x an d much -
analyze d figure ,  i s  a  gatewa y int o a  ne w leve l  o f 
perception ,  eithe r  upward s o r  downwards ,  an d als o a n 
imag e o f  oscillatio n betwee n a  visio n o f  th e objec t 
as i t  i s  an d a  visio n o f  th e objec t  a s w e se e it . 
Thi s latte r  formulatio n i s fruitful ,  an d th e inter ­
pretatio n tha t  depend s upo n i t  o f  th e vorte x passag e 
i n Milton i s excellent .  Bu t  on e proble m i s tha t 
Mitchel l  speak s o f  poeti c account s o f  th e vorte x i n 
visua l  term s eve n thoug h h e associate s th e vortex , 
togethe r  wit h al l  othe r  variant s o f  th e spiral ,  wit h 
th e ear. Relatedly ,  th e tw o grea t  description s o f 
th e vortex ,  i n Milton an d The Four Zoas,  bot h concer n 
act s o f  falling ,  wherea s th e spira l  i s  usuall y 
associate d wit h ascent .  I  woul d argu e tha t  w e hav e 

t o separat e th e vorte x fro m th e othe r  spira l  variant s 
and regar d i t  sui generis a s a n imag e o f  visua l 
experience .  Perhap s w e fal l  throug h th e vorte x o f 
th e perspectiva l  ey e an d ris e throug h th e spira l  o f 
th e ear . 

T he theoretica l  discussion ,  bot h i n it s man y 
loca l  observation s an d i n it s genera l  por ­
traya l  o f  a  dramatic ,  dialectica l  composit e 

ar t  i s  o n th e whol e a n excellen t  piec e o f  Blak e 
criticism .  Mitchell' s  firs t  applicatio n o f  th e 
theor y i n hi s readin g o f  The Book of Thel, however , 
i s  th e weakes t  sectio n i n th e book .  I n hi s argumen t 
th e work ,  althoug h apparentl y straightforward ,  i s 
permeate d b y ambiguitie s i n bot h tex t  an d design . 
Most  notably ,  i t  i s  frame d b y tw o enigmas :  th e 
openin g motto ,  i n whic h alternativ e answer s ca n 
equall y wel l  b e supplie d fo r  Thel' s question s abou t 
eagle ,  mole ,  rod ,  an d bowl ;  an d th e closin g pictur e 
of  th e serpen t  ridde n b y th e maide n an d children , 
whic h ca n equall y wel l  b e interprete d a s a  fligh t 
fro m Experienc e o r  a s a  fusio n o f  Innocenc e an d 
Experience .  Mitchel l  find s tha t  i n genera l  th e wor k 
bot h elicit s an d undercut s th e tw o mos t  common 
interpretation s o f  Thel' s fat e a s a  regressio n fro m 
realit y o r  a  justifiabl e escap e fro m a  nightmare -
world .  Particularly ,  "w e canno t  judg e The l  a  cowar d 
becaus e Blak e strip s awa y al l  possibl e superio r 
vantag e point s fro m whic h w e migh t  pas s judgment. " 
Furthermore ,  "th e mora l  structur e o f  th e poe m i s 
implicit y base d o n th e proces s o f  Self-annihilation " 
(a s revealed ,  I  suppose ,  i n th e speeche s o f  th e 
comforters) ,  an d anyon e wh o ha d undergon e Self -
annihilatio n "woul d b e capabl e onl y o f  forgivin g 
her ,  no t  judging "  (95) . 

To Mitchell ,  Thel' s questionin g i s th e admirabl e 
sig n o f  he r  humanity ;  bu t  ultimatel y he r  reasonin g 
power s ar e use d t o retrea t  fro m experienc e an d 
creat e a  spectra l  self .  He r  proble m i s t o confron t 
death ,  an d sh e i s finall y unabl e t o understan d "th e 
paradoxica l  interdependenc e o f  lif e an d deat h ex ­
perience d b y he r  conforters "  (90) .  A t  th e sam e 
time ,  i n it s tota l  structur e th e wor k give s u s a 
visio n o f  suc h paradoxica l  harmon y a s mediate d 
"throug h a  perspectiv e [Thel's ]  whic h see s lif e a s 
antithetica l  t o death "  (106) .  Th e roo t  o f  Thel' s 
problem ,  Mitchel l  suggests ,  i s  he r  searc h fo r  a 
"transcenden t  father. "  I t  i s  he r  discover y i n th e 
grav e tha t  thi s "illusor y deity "  doe s no t  exis t 
tha t  shatter s her .  An d th e absenc e o f  Go d fo r  The l 
i s  parallele d b y th e absenc e o f  a  mora l  nor m fo r  th e 
reader ;  i n readin g w e experienc e th e sam e ambiguit y 
tha t  defeat s an d divide s he r  an d ar e thu s force d 
"t o ponde r  issue s whic h may ultimatel y def y al l 
pondering "  (106) . 

Thi s readin g i s livel y and ,  t o a  certai n extent , 
helpful .  Bu t  i t  i s  als o badl y strained ;  Mitchel l 
seems t o wan t  t o mak e The Book of Thel int o a 
"skeptica l  form, "  readin g i t  a s work s lik e Antony 
and Cleopatra an d "Th e Nun' s Priest' s Tale "  ar e ofte n 
read .  I t  i s  tru e tha t  th e worl d The l  reject s i s a 
worl d o f  ambiguit y an d uncertainty ,  a s evidence d b y 
th e famou s paradoxe s o f  th e bod y i n th e speec h fro m 
th e grave .  I t  i s  als o true ,  I  think ,  tha t  th e poem , 
wit h th e mott o i n par t  possibl y derive d fro m 
Ecclesiastes ,  develop s th e kin d o f  skepticis m tha t 
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was late r  t o satiriz e th e Urizeni c searc h fo r  a n 
ultimat e answer ,  a  soli d withou t  fluctuation .  Bu t 
t o mak e thi s genera l  point ,  i t  i s  no t  necessar y t o 
forc e everythin g i n th e poe m int o ambivalen t  form . 
The closin g pictur e o f  th e serpent ,  fo r  example , 
does no t  see m t o me a  cas e o f  termina l  ambiguity . 
Whil e a  numbe r  o f  way s o f  lookin g a t  i t  ar e possible , 
the y ar e no t  equall y convincing .  Th e readin g o f  th e 
pictur e a s a n emble m o f  Highe r  Innocence ,  anti ­
thetica l  t o Thel' s fate ,  seem s fa r  mor e probabl e 
tha n an y othe r  bot h fro m interna l  an d contextua l 
perspectives .  Hagstrum' s adducin g o f  th e traditiona l 
iconograph y o f  Cupi d an d serpen t  i s  convincing ; 
Oothoon' s late r  celebratio n o f  ero s i n term s o f 
Innocenc e (''Infancy ,  fearless ,  lustful ,  happy ! 
nestlin g fo r  deligh t  /  I n lap s o f  pleasure" )  i s  har d 
t o ignore ;  s o i s a  structur e i n which ,  sinc e th e 
titl e plat e als o depict s sexuality ,  Thel' s stor y o f 
a rejectio n o f  se x seem s t o b e frame d b y symbol s o f 
acceptance .  Tha t  sexualit y migh t  appea r  i n a  some ­
what  ambivalen t  for m i s t o ting e i t  wit h Thel' s 
perspective .  Bu t  i n treatin g aestheti c ambiguit y 
we hav e t o distinguis h betwee n possibilitie s tha t 
ar e equa l  an d possibilitie s tha t  ar e mor e an d les s 
likely ,  betwee n th e mutua l  refutation s o f  skeptica l 
for m an d th e richnes s o f  a n imag e surrounde d b y aura s 
of  qualifyin g connotation . 

The sam e i s tru e o f  th e motto .  Whil e i t  may b e 
a genera l  Blakea n principl e that ,  a s Mitchel l  says , 
we nee d bot h panorami c eagle-knowledg e an d intimat e 
mole-knowledge ,  simpl y i n term s o f  Thel' s quest ,  th e 
mol e i s  mor e likel y a s a  relevan t  guide ;  a  "blind, " 
or  spectral ,  huma n bein g coul d tel l  he r  mor e abou t 
what  huma n experienc e i s  lik e tha n an y o f  he r  non -
human comforters .  A s fo r  whethe r  lov e an d wisdo m ca n 
be pu t  int o ro d an d bowl ,  i f  th e questio n means , 
"Can lov e an d wisdo m b e know n purel y throug h th e 
symbol s employe d b y instructio n o r  theory? "  th e 
answer  i s no ,  whil e i f  i t  means ,  "Ar e lov e an d wisdo m 
discovere d i n action ,  a s oppose d t o abstrac t  ideal? " 
th e answe r  i s yes ;  bu t  i n bot h case s th e meanin g o f 
th e answe r  i s th e necessit y o f  experience .  Further ­
more ,  insofa r  a s th e question s ar e epistemologicall y 
unanswerable ,  w e mus t  remembe r  tha t  thi s i s  designate d 
as Thel' s motto ,  no t  The Book of Thel's, an d i s 
therefor e take n mor e logicall y a s a n expressio n o f 
intellectua l  helplessnes s tha n a s an y salutar y 
skepticism .  Th e questione r  wh o doe s no t  kno w ho w t o 
repl y i s n o her o fo r  &lake .  A s i n "Th e Tyger, "  th e 
interrogativ e form ,  whe n no t  rhetorica l  a s i n 
Oothoon' s questions ,  expresse s a n imaginativel y 
flawe d sensibility ,  on e tha t  i s  unwillin g o r  unabl e 
t o achiev e crucia l  recognitions ,  on e tha t  ca n dis ­
cove r  onl y intellectua l  circularity :  thu s th e 
structur e o f  a  lyri c lik e "Th e Tyger, "  i n whic h th e 
las t  stanz a i s  merel y a n intensificatio n o f  th e firs t 
stanza ,  o r  th e adventur e o f  a  voyage r  lik e Thel ,  wh o 
can onl y en d wher e sh e began . 

As fo r  th e proble m o f  judgin g Thel ,  Mitchell' s 
readin g hardl y transcend s th e fiel d sinc e h e clearl y 
evaluate s he r  behavio r  negatively ,  pointing ,  fo r 
example ,  t o he r  retrea t  int o selfhood ,  he r  inabilit y 
t o resolv e th e dualitie s o f  experience ,  he r  infant ­
ilis m i n identifyin g wit h th e helples s worm .  Thes e 
ar e certainl y judgment s wit h mora l  implication ,  an d 
I  als o agre e wit h them .  We nee d t o distinguis h 
betwee n th e narrowl y moralisti c judgment s o f  con ­

ventiona l  goo d an d evil ,  o n th e on e hand ,  an d 
psychological ,  philosophical ,  o r  imaginativ e judgment s 
on th e other .  Blak e want s t o wea n u s fro m th e forme r 
t o th e latter .  T o condem n The l  moralisticall y i s 
besid e th e point ,  bu t  s o i s  merel y forgivin g her . 
Instead ,  th e poe m force s u s t o understan d he r  bot h 
analyticall y an d sympatheticall y a s a  failur e i n th e 
same wa y tha t  w e mus t  analyz e th e poignan t  failure s 
of  man y o f  th e character s i n th e Songs of Innocence 
and of Experience. I t  i s  no t  precisel y tha t  w e mus t 
identif y wit h Thel ,  a s Mitchel l  argues ,  bu t  tha t  w e 
must  apprehen d he r  catharticall y a s tha t  par t  o f 
ourselve s tha t  regresse s whe n face d wit h th e chal ­
lenge s an d dilemma s o f  Experienc e an d o f  adul t  self -
consciousness . 

I  woul d als o tak e issu e wit h Mitchell' s  treat ­
ment  o f  th e comforters .  Mitchel l  seem s t o tak e 
thei r  acceptanc e o f  deat h a s par t  o f  a  greate r 
harmon y a s a n idea l  recognitio n tha t  The l  i s  unabl e 
t o achieve ,  an d h e als o say s tha t  thei r  mod e o f  being , 
as portraye d i n th e pictures ,  i s  n o differen t  fro m 
hers .  Bu t  thei r  pictoria l  smallnes s i n relatio n t o 
her  is ,  I  feel ,  indicativ e tha t  thei r  mod e o f  bein g 
i s indee d different .  The y ar e no t  "Huma n Form s 
identified" ;  the y ar e elfis h creature s o f  prima l 
Innocence ,  wher e lamb ,  child ,  an d Go d al l  shar e th e 
same leve l  o f  being .  Further ,  th e stor y o f  th e poe m 
i s i n par t  th e stor y o f  th e aborte d emergenc e o f  a 
human consciousnes s fro m it s  identificatio n wit h 
natur e i n th e stat e o f  Innocence .  Th e comforter s 
canno t  reall y hel p The l  becaus e the y d o no t  kno w 
deat h a s a  self-consciou s huma n min d know s it .  The y 
kno w onl y th e cycles ,  metamorphoses ,  an d ultimat e 
unit y o f  nature .  Thel' s proble m i s t o brea k awa y 
fro m on e connectio n t o natur e an d accep t  another ;  sh e 
must  assum e he r  alie n humanit y an d the n provisionall y 
betra y i t  t o morta l  clay .  Th e comforter s urg e 
acceptanc e o f  th e give n bod y o f  nature ;  The l  resist s 
i t  i n th e for m o f  chastit y an d denia l  o f  death ; 
ultimatel y Blak e wa s t o urg e resistanc e i n th e for m 
of  ero s an d art .  I  migh t  ad d tha t  Mitchel l  i s 
mistake n t o sa y tha t  th e poe m deal s primaril y wit h 
death .  What  w e hav e whe n th e voic e fro m th e grav e 
speak s abou t  se x i s a  precis e conjunctio n o f  se x an d 
death .  We ca n understan d thi s i n tha t  th e ful l 
discover y o f  th e genitalit y o f  th e bod y an d th e 
discover y o f  it s  mortalit y ar e twi n adolescen t 
phenomena an d may b e sai d togethe r  t o mar k mos t 
dramaticall y th e boundar y betwee n th e child' s sens e 
of  himsel f  an d th e adult's .  I  woul d furthe r  sugges t 
tha t  i t  i s  relevan t  t o Blake' s poe m tha t  se x an d 
deat h als o com e togethe r  i n th e castratio n anxietie s 
of  th e oedipa l  phase ,  tha t  stag e o f  experienc e which , 
as Jacque s Laca n stresses ,  divide s nature  fro m 
culture .  What  Thel--whom ,  a s Mitchel l  notes ,  w e 
firs t  se e o n th e title-pag e gazin g ambivalentl y a t 
tw o flower-peopl e makin g love--hear s fro m he r  grave -
plo t  is ,  i n essence ,  a  warnin g tha t  concer n wit h se x 
can lea d t o death ,  an d a  confirmatio n o f  th e anxiet y 
tha t  se x an d deat h ar e th e same .  The l  i s  a n Oedipu s 
who canno t  answe r  th e riddle s o f  th e sphinx .  Blak e 
choose s a  childlik e femal e her o t o expres s a  failur e 
t o overcom e castratio n anxiety ,  a  failur e t o assume 
a phallus ,  tha t  is ,  emotionall y acknowledg e an d 
accep t  it .  I t  i s  no t  fo r  nothin g tha t  a  blin d mole- -
tha t  is ,  a  blinded ,  o r  castrated ,  Oedipus-surrogate- -
appear s i n th e mott o a s a  potentia l  guid e t o th e 
depth s o f  Experience . 
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There is one point in M i tche l l ' s chapter that I 
do unreservedly admire, and that is his treatment of 
parental ism, Thel 's search for a transcendent father 
and her "v is ion of human f u l f i l l m e n t as merely a 
state of innocence and i n f a n t i l e dependency" (100). 
This is nowhere better shown in anything I have read 
than in M i tche l l ' s in te rpre ta t ion of Thel's response 
to the Matron Clay: when Clay t e l l s Thel that God 
has cal led her the mother of his chi ldren and has 
annointed her with o i l , Thel answers that she did not 
real ize that God would cherish a lowly worm wi th 
milk and o i l . Her non-sequitur reveals her i n a b i l i t y 
to emerge from childhood, as a nupt ial re la t ionship 
with God is translated into a f i l i a l one. 

T he chapter on The Book of Urizen is much 
more successful in i t s en t i r e t y . In "Blake's 
most spectacular p icture book," the f u l l -

plate pictures never appear in the same order in any 
two ed i t ions , which is an extreme example of Blake's 
refusal to compromise indiv idual ism even by copying 
himself, as well as, in M i t che l l ' s terms, a renun­
c ia t ion of the i l l u s t r a t i v e pr inc ip le of the ut 
piotura poesis t r a d i t i o n . Metaphorical ly, Mitchel l 
w r i t es , the radical separation of tex t and design, 
including a tendency to div ide the plate in to d is ­
t i n c t p i c t o r i a l and poetic areas rather than l e t t i n g 
them interpenetrate, is appropriate to a theme of 
d iv is ion and i s o l a t i o n , to a story in which Urizen 
separates from the Eternals, Los from Urizen, 
Enitharmon from Los, and Ore from the las t two, and 
to a set of pictures in which the human form appears 
locked in i t s own so l i tude , even when other humans 
do happen to be present. To me, the c l imact ic 
p i c t o r i a l example of separation occurs in the p ic ture 
of the orphan and his howling dog in modern London, 
a discordantly composed picture in which the two 
f igures are disposed on e i ther side of a central 
emptiness and in which the viewer can ' t look com­
for tab ly at e i ther f igure without being drawn away 
to the other. 

Mitchel l i n te res t ing ly reads Los as a f igure 
who enters Blake's mythology as a mediator in th is 
nightmare of d i v i s i on . The s p l i t between Urizen and 
the Eternals is not , Mitchel l shows, a schism of 
fa l l en and unfal len but of one s e n s i b i l i t y in to 
reason and emotion. Blake thus "develops a new 
concept of the prophet . . . as mediator, not between 
man and God, but between the con f l i c t i ng claims of 
human nature" (121). Far from healing the schism, 
however, Los, in his divided a l legiance, is himself 
divided into male and female. The f a l l in to d iv is ion 
is by i t s nature also a f a l l in to the vo id , which 
the a r t i s t must f i l l , even i f only with a Human 
I l l u s i o n ; Los's mistakes are better than a surrender 
to nothingness. Indeed, Mi tchel l makes ant ic ipatory 
use of Jerusalem in ca l l i ng the f a l l in to nothingness 
fortunate for without i t "Blake's ul t imate moral and 
visionary act - - the act of Self-annihi lat ion--becomes 
meaningless and unnecessary" (135). In l ine wi th 
th is theme, Mitchel l closes his book wi th an epilogue 
in which Los-Blake is compared to Camus' Sisyphus, 
with the Void of the former para l le led to the Absurd 
of the l a t t e r and wi th Blake, l i ke Camus, a f f i rming 
action in the face of nothingness. This is an 
enjoyable part of the book, and Mitchel l is qui te 
good in del ineat ing the changing visions of emptiness 
in Blake's career: the absence of a protect ing 

father in Thel, the "abyss of sub jec t i v i t y " in 
Urizen, and the "Void, outside Existence" through 
Death's Doorway in Jerusalem. We should remember, 
though, that in ex is ten t ia l i sm there is nothing that 
corresponds to the word "Existence" in Blake's l i n e . 
Los is t ry ing to recover a los t sense of radical 
humanity that in ex is ten t ia l i sm, as well as in more 
recent French thought, would be regarded as a 
re l ig ious i l l u s i o n , a myth of Presence. Mitchel l 
claims that the Blakean imagination is not an 
absolute, in the conventional re l ig ious sense, 
because i t is conscious of i t s e l f as a maker of 
i l l u s i o n s ; but I think we have to face the fac t that 
Blake's supreme f i c t i o n is that the imagination is 
no f i c t i o n . 

Mitchel l reads The Book of Urizen as a parody 
of Paradise Lost, in which Blake is anxious to 
subvert, above a l l , Mi l ton 's orthodox and c lear-cut 
moral categories but is equally desirous of avoiding 
a simple, Satanic inversion of those categories. 
Thus, in a complex system of a l lus ions , Urizen 
appears at d i f f e ren t times as both Mi l ton 's Satan 
and Mi l ton 's God, and Los as both "cosmic creator" 
and "tormented Adam"; and thus while the es tab l ish­
ment of law and the apotheosis of reason are the 
primal acts of the f a l l , the primal redemptive act 
is neither the v io la t ion of law nor the va lor iza t ion 
of emotion. Once again, we are being weaned from 
the categories of good and e v i l , and now an osten­
s ib le v i l l a i n , Urizen, turns out not to be qui te so 
bad a f te r a l l . The designs portray him a l te rnate ly 
as a t i t a n i c a l l y t ragic f igure and as a laughable 
one. Perhans the ambivalence is caotured most 
s t r i k i n g l y in the "handstand" p i c tu re , in which his 
search for a point of view, or , as Mitchel l puts i t , 
a supreme f i c t i o n , is represented as i t s e l f an act 
of f a l l i n g ; in th is b r i l l i a n t image we see both 
V 'UI|K)S and bathos at the same time. I t is cer ta in ly 
true that Urizen is not synonymous with Nobodaddy; 
rather, he represents an in te rna l i za t ion of that more 
blatant v i l l a i n . And Mitchel l is r i gh t to say that 
we can' t cast out Urizen as the mistaken Eternals do 
since he, as much as they, is part of the mind. 
Mitchel l helps us sophist icate our response to Urizen, 
but his idea that Blake c r i t i c i z e s Mi l ton fo r assign­
ing a l l moral v i r tue to one party and suppressing 
his sympathy for the other is not the best formulation 
of the problem since th is involves a red i s t r i bu t i on 
of good and e v i l , not an advance beyond them. Nor 
is Mitchel l helpful when he defends Urizen by saying 
that his oppressive One Law is a f te r a l l motivated 
by a desire for peace, love, and forgiveness, fo r 
the passage in which th is point is made is c lear ly 
s a t i r i c a l in s t ruc ture . 

Mitchel l extends his point about Urizen in a 
provocative discussion of the re lat ions between 
Urizen, Los, and Blake himself. Every character in 
the poem, he notes, appears Urizenic at one time or 
another, and in the designs Los even takes on Urizen's 
beard when he is playing the Oedipal father with Ore. 
Most s t r i k i n g l y , the t i t l e -page portrayal of Urizen, 
seated before a pair of tombstone-decalogue tablets 
and ambidextrously copying from a book half-hidden 
by his beard, can be read as a self-parody of the 
double a r t i s t . This is the most extreme form of a 
"se l f -d i rec ted i rony" that Mitchel l points out , in 
th is poem and elsewhere, to show Blake humanizing a 



45 

godlik e poin t  o f  vie w an d counterin g th e potentia l 
megalomani a o f  th e prophe t  b y pokin g fu n a t  himself . 
Mitchell' s  depictio n o f  Blake' s styl e o f  humo r  i s 
not  quit e accurate .  Blak e tend s t o us e humo r  i n a 
Rabelaisia n wa y t o enhanc e hi s romanti c conceptio n 
of  himsel f  an d hi s work ,  rathe r  tha n i n a  Byroni c 
way t o qualif y o r  eve n punctur e it .  Anothe r  fac t 
abou t  Blak e tha t  w e hav e t o fac e i s tha t  h e doe s hav e 
a titani c sens e o f  himself--a s h e doe s o f  mankin d i n 
general .  Hi s tongue-in-chee k humo r  tell s  u s pro -
lepticall y tha t  h e i s awar e o f  hi s ow n egomania , 
enjoy s it ,  an d i s i n creativ e contro l  o f  it .  Blake' s 
portraya l  o f  kinshi p wit h Urize n i s als o th e resul t 
of  a  pitiles s analysi s o f  huma n creativit y i n th e 
attemp t  t o develo p a  concep t  o f  a  tru e propheti c 
artist .  An d i t  is ,  i n addition ,  th e resul t  o f  hi s 
equall y acut e recognitio n o f  th e potentia l  danger s 
i n hi s ow n ques t  t o be ,  unlik e The !  bu t  lik e Urizen , 
an emancipated ,  autonomou s subject ,  fre e o f  parent s 
and othe r  men' s systems .  Th e purpos e o f  Blakea n 
self-parod y i s analysi s an d correction ;  t o "humanize, " 
fo r  him ,  i s t o elevate ,  no t  t o lower .  Mitchel l  i s 
much bette r  whe n h e treat s Urize n a s a  caricatur e 
of  th e Blakea n illuminato r  i n tha t  h e i s apparentl y 
usin g on e la w fo r  th e lio n an d o x i n th e fashio n o f 
ut piotura poesis, an d i n that ,  i n th e closin g plat e 
wher e Urize n i s flounderin g i n th e web s o f  religion , 
he exemplifie s th e dange r  o f  "entrapmen t  b y one' s 
own creation, "  a  constan t  Blakea n fear .  Lawmake r 
and artist ,  bot h writers ,  ar e antitheses ;  further ­
more ,  th e Urize n o n th e title-pag e i s a  copyist , 
whil e i n th e narrativ e h e i s a  solipsisti c originator , 
and thes e ar e tw o opposit e danger s fo r  th e artist . 
Mitchel l  continue s persuasivel y t o portra y The Book 
of Urizen a s Blake' s critiqu e o f  th e historica l  rol e 
of  th e prophe t  a s subordinat e t o a  transcenden t 
deit y an d o f  th e difficult y o f  assumin g th e propheti c 
functio n i n th e absenc e o f  suc h a  mora l  absolute . 

On th e whole ,  Mitchell' s  chapte r  i s a s stron g 
a discussio n o f  The Book of Urizen a s an y I  know , 
but  i t  i s  marre d b y th e sam e over-insistenc e o n 
toleranc e tha t  trouble s hi s Thel chapter .  A t  on e 
poin t  h e write s tha t  "Blak e combine s Miltoni c 
sublimit y wit h a  Shakespearea n relativis m i n question s 
of  ethic s an d epistemology "  (118) .  Onc e agai n I 
fin d Mitchel l  collapsin g a n importan t  distinction . 
Gettin g awa y fro m a  narro w mora l  is m o f  vic e an d 
virtu e i s no t  th e equivalen t  o f  mora l  relativism . 
Blak e i s certainl y a n extrem e relativis t  i n tha t  h e 
treat s behavio r  an d perceptio n a s dependen t  upo n a 
subject' s stat e o f  being .  Bu t  h e does ,  unlik e 
Shakespeare ,  insistentl y cal l  upo n u s t o behav e an d 
perceiv e i n certai n ways ;  imaginatio n i s a  mora l 
categor y fo r  him ,  an d h e demand s tha t  w e expan d ou r 
facultie s t o th e fulles t  exten t  i n a  challengin g 
and intens e ethi c o f  ar t  an d vision .  " I  car e no t 
whethe r  a  Man i s Goo d o r  Evil ;  al l  tha t  I  car e /  I s 
whethe r  h e i s a  Wis e Man o r  a  Fool .  Go !  pu t  of f 
Holines s /  An d pu t  o n Intellect" ;  " A Poe t  a  Painte r 
a Musicia n a n Architect :  th e Man /  O r  Woman wh o i s 
not  on e o f  thes e i s no t  a  Christian" :  thes e ar e no t 
expression s o f  Shakespearea n relativism .  Shakespeare , 
lik e Chaucer ,  want s t o giv e u s insigh t  int o reality . 
Blake ,  lik e Milto n an d Spenser ,  want s t o transfor m 
reality ;  the y ar e writer s o f  th e Human,  a s oppose d t o 
th e human .  Howeve r  man y crossover s ther e migh t  be , 
thes e ar e distinc t  style s o f  imagination ,  an d muc h 
i s los t  b y assimilatin g them . 

The Jerusalem chapte r  i s largel y concerne d t o 
develo p a n accurat e structura l  descriptio n 
of  th e poem .  Analyzin g Jerusalem a s a n 

"antiform "  tha t  deliberatel y denie s ou r  usua l  ex ­
pectation s o f  poeti c structure ,  especiall y i n term s 
of  linea r  developmen t  an d causality ,  Mitchel l  give s 
severa l  positiv e account s o f  it s  form ,  includin g 
callin g i t  a  comi c anatomy .  Bu t  hi s chie f  suggestio n 
i s tha t  th e poe m i s organize d thematicall y an d tha t 
eac h o f  it s  fou r  equa l  chapter s deal s wit h th e 
peculia r  "error s an d visionar y possibilities "  o f  th e 
audienc e addresse d i n pros e a t  th e beginnin g o f  eac h 
chapter .  Th e poe m thu s repeat s itself ,  adaptin g it s 
them e t o it s differen t  classe s o f  readers .  Chapte r 
I ,  addresse d t o th e shee p an d goat s o f  th e Public , 
introduce s t o a  universa l  audienc e th e poem' s majo r 
characters ,  actions ,  an d themes ,  an d concentrate s 
on th e universa l  man ,  Albion ,  i n hi s fata l  rejectio n 
of  imagination .  Chapte r  I I  addresse s th e Jews , 
assignin g t o the m th e specia l  erro r  o f  patriarch y 
and masculin e obsession ;  th e chapte r  accordingl y 
concentrate s o n mora l  self-righteousness ,  especiall y 
regardin g chastity ,  an d o n th e developmen t  o f  th e 
spectre ,  a  mal e eg o tha t  worship s a  femal e world . 
The femal e worl d i s th e natur e o f  "Gree k philosophy " 
and Druidism ,  an d s o Chapte r  II I  i s  addresse d t o 
th e Deist s an d concern s th e ravage s o f  th e Femal e 
Will .  Jus t  a s Chapte r  I  exhibit s th e divisio n o f 
Albio n int o son s an d daughters ,  th e fourt h present s 
thei r  deadl y assimilatio n int o "th e apocalypti c for m 
of  error ,  th e hermaphroditi c  Coverin g Cherub. "  I n 
thi s destructiv e combinatio n o f  th e sexes ,  mal e 
legalis m an d femal e naturalis m com e together ,  a s 
the y d o fo r  Blak e i n eighteenth-centur y Christianity ; 
Chapte r  I V i s addresse d t o th e Christian s an d i s 
concerne d t o revis e th e orthodo x concept s o f  Jesus , 
sacrifice ,  an d redemption .  Blak e articulate s thi s 
structur e i n th e design s b y usin g th e framin g device s 
of  frontispiece ,  headpiece ,  an d tailpiec e a s 
"pictoria l  summaries "  o f  th e them e i n eac h chapter . 
For  example ,  th e frontispiec e o f  Chapte r  I I  show s 
a mee k Jerusale m befor e a n overbearing ,  accusin g 
Hand,  th e "aggregat e for m o f  th e Son s o f  Albion" ; 
th e headpiec e show s a  contrar y visio n o f  sexua l 
enjoymen t  abov e poeti c line s i n which  "ever y labo r 
of  Love "  an d "every act "  becom e " a Crime ,  an d Albio n 
th e punishe r  an d judge. "  I n th e tailpiec e w e se e 
Hand metamorphose d int o th e three-heade d mal e spectre , 
Bacon-Newton-Locke .  We nee d a s man y account s o f  th e 
ric h an d multifol d structur e o f  Jerusalem a s w e ca n 
get ,  an d Mitchell' s  schem e i s a  majo r  contributio n 
t o ou r  understandin g o f  th e poem . 

The picture s i n Jerusalem hav e a  specia l  icono -
graphica l  complexity ,  an d i n readin g the m Mitchel l 
i s  ofte n abl e t o defin e a n essentia l  Blakea n typ e o f 
ambiguit y mor e thoroughl y tha n I  hav e eve r  see n i t 
done elsewhere .  Fo r  instance ,  h e find s i n th e 
intriguin g desig n o f  th e bird-heade d man watchin g 
th e sunris e (plat e 78 )  convincin g evidenc e t o 
identif y th e figur e bot h wit h Han d an d Los .  We ca n 
thu s se e th e for m o f  Lo s emergin g withi n th e for m o f 
Hand,  o r  Han d transforme d fro m predato r  t o 
eagle-eye d visionary ,  an d w e ca n understan d wh y 
element s o f  melanchol y (th e birdman' s expressio n an d 
posture )  an d o f  hop e (sunrise )  ar e combine d i n th e 
picture .  Similarly ,  plat e 76 ,  showin g Albion' s 
adoratio n o f  th e crucifie d Jesus ,  i s  rea d a s reveal ­
in g a  transformatio n o f  th e worshi p o f  th e fals e 
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Jesu s o f  orthodo x religio n int o th e worshi p o f  th e 
tru e Jesus ,  th e imaginatio n withi n th e sel f  an d 
th e frien d wh o sacrifice s himsel f  fo r  another . 
And i n Th e Boo k o f  Urize n th e remarkabl e pictur e o f 
th e feta l  skeleto n demonstrates ,  fo r  Mitchell ,  tha t 
th e mos t  contracte d for m o f  th e bod y i s als o th e 
beginnin g o f  a  potentia l  movemen t  towar d expansion ; 
thu s falle n an d unfalle n perspective s ar e inter ­
twine d i n th e sam e picture .  Clearly ,  Mitchel l  i s 
eage r  t o se e a n optimisti c symbolis m whereve r  a t 
al l  possible ;  eve n i n th e agonie s o f  Th e Boo k o f 
Urize n h e find s tha t  "compulsiv e repetition "  i s 
not  "cycli c nightmare "  bu t  "typologica l  ripening " 
(132) .  I n thi s cas e I  prefe r  Frye' s concep t  o f 
demoni c parody ,  whic h Mitchel l  explicitl y  reject s 
here .  Bu t  I  d o thin k tha t  i n genera l  Mitchel l 
makes a n importan t  contributio n t o ou r  understandin g 
of  Blakea n doubleness ,  helpin g t o clarif y th e proces s 
by whic h erro r  contain s trut h an d may b e transforme d 
int o it .  Bu t  hi s tendenc y t o se e affirmatio n every ­
wher e sometime s lead s hi m t o severel y straine d 
interpretations ,  a s wel l  a s denial s o f  Blakes 1 

capacit y fo r  expressin g th e purel y mightmarish ,  a s 
when h e see s i n th e Jerusale m desig n (plat e 25 )  o f 
Tirzah ,  Rahab ,  an d Val a operatin g o n th e agonize d 
body o f  Albio n sign s o f  lifegivin g a s wel l  a s 
tortur e i n " a symmetrica l  visio n o f  hop e an d 
fear "  (201) . 

I t  i s  i n suc h instance s tha t  th e principl e o f 
forgivenes s i s generalize d ou t  o f  Blakea n shape . 
Blakea n forgivenes s applie s t o individuals ,  no t 
states ,  an d i n th e abov e plat e w e are witnessin g 
th e stat e o f  Tirzah .  Th e entr y o f  Bacon ,  Locke , 
and Newto n int o Ede n certainl y doe s no t  impl y an y 
reconciliatio n wit h thei r  views ,  an y cessatio n fro m 
menta l  fight .  Intellectua l  enemie s are no t  forgive n 
thei r  wron g idea s i n Jerusalem, an y mor e tha n th e 
ange l  i s  i n The Marriage. Readin g Mitchell ,  wit h 
hi s emphasi s o n th e theme s o f  mora l  accusation , 
judgment ,  punishment ,  an d forgiveness ,  on e get s a 
vivi d sens e o f  Jerusalem a s a  journe y dee p int o th e 
tormente d cor e o f  a  guil t  cultur e an d a s a n epi c 
celebratio n o f  a  healin g ne w lov e tha t  seems , 
thematically ,  a s differen t  fro m ero s a s i t  doe s fro m 
agap e an d pity .  Bu t  whe n Mitchel l  write s tha t  i n 
th e apocalypti c embrac e o n Plat e 99--a n embrac e 
tha t  i n it s pictoria l  detail s comprehend s bot h 
sexua l  an d non-sexua l  love--w e se e no t  onl y Albio n 
and Jerusale m reconciled ,  bu t  Or e an d Urizen ,  an d 
Thel  an d he r  "father-lover, "  forgivenes s ha s t o b e 
distinguishe d \/ery sharpl y fro m th e prematur e typ e 
of  reconciliatio n tha t  Urize n i s alway s preaching . 
For  The l  t o fin d he r  fathe r  i s t o consummat e a 
hallucination .  He r  missin g fathe r  an d Go d coul d 
onl y retur n t o he r  a s a n exuberan t  sens e o f  th e deit y 
withi n he r  ow n breas t  an d withi n th e breas t  o f  a 
lover .  Mitchel l  doe s poin t  ou t  significantl y tha t 
th e patriarc h i s forgive n an d redeeme d b y hi s 
prodiga l  chil d o r  emanation-lover ,  a s muc h a s th e 
reverse .  Bu t  th e complexitie s o f  Blakea n forgivenes s 
go eve n further .  What  doe s i t  mea n fo r  Blak e t o 
conflat e o n plat e 9 9 a  sexua l  embrac e wit h a  recon -
ciliator y embrace ,  an d a  comin g togethe r  o f  man an d 
woman wit h a  comin g togethe r  o f  paren t  an d child , 
eve n fathe r  an d son ? Mitchel l  note s tha t  i n on e 
cop y o f  Jerusalem th e tw o figure s ar e bot h male . 
He als o observes ,  a s I  note d earlier ,  tha t  th e sexe s 
of  th e embracin g figure s o n th e title-pag e o f  The 

Marriage see m t o vary .  Suc h change s o f  se x hav e a 
surrea l  effect .  I  a m reminde d o f  th e Charle s Addam s 
cartoo n i n whic h th e hea d o f  a  man i n a  barber' s 
chai r  i s  reflecte d bac k an d fort h i n a  serie s o f 
mirror-images ,  al l  o f  whic h ar e identica l  likenesses , 
excep t  one ,  whic h i s th e hea d o f  a  werewolf .  I n th e 
headpiec e t o Jerusalem, Chapte r  II ,  sexua l  variatio n 
fro m cop y t o cop y lead s Mitchel l  t o sugges t  tha t  th e 
embracin g figure s represen t  a  vie w o f  bot h joyfu l 
heterosexualit y an d als o "th e ambiguou s lesbia n 
unio n o f  Jerusale m an d Vala "  (206) ,  ambiguou s be ­
caus e tha t  unio n itsel f  represent s bot h "prelapsaria n 
harmon y an d freedom "  an d th e corruptin g assimilatio n 
of  imaginatio n t o nature .  Asid e fro m th e considera ­
tio n tha t  bot h heterosexualit y an d homosexualit y 
woul d see m t o b e falle n categorie s i n Blake ,  suc h a 
readin g take s ambiguit y t o th e poin t  o f  vertigo . 
What  i s al l  thi s changin g o f  gender ,  thi s figurativ e 
erasin g o f  genitals ,  tha t  goe s o n i n Blake' s art ? 

Thematically ,  th e answe r  i s tha t  th e Blakea n 
sexua l  idea l  i s  androgynous .  A s Mitchel l  point s 
out ,  hi s pictoria l  ideal ,  lik e Michelangelo's ,  i s 
an androgynou s athlete ;  an d Edeni c se x i s a  com ­
minglin g "fro m th e Hea d eve n t o th e Feet. "  However , 
fro m a n external ,  psychoanalyti c perspective ,  th e 
visio n o f  androgyn y i s base d o n a  pregenita l 
regression ,  an d idealizatio n o f  th e tim e befor e 
peopl e ha d sexes .  I  thin k suc h a  perspectiv e i s 
require d t o understan d th e apocalypti c embrac e o f 
plat e 99 ,  whic h hover s betwee n th e parenta l  an d th e 
sexual .  I n th e redemptiv e retur n t o Existenc e w e 
see ,  amon g othe r  things ,  th e child' s fantas y o f 
eroti c unio n wit h th e paren t  o f  th e sam e sex ,  jus t 
as w e orginall y sa w th e void ,  i n Mitchell' s  reading , 
as th e absenc e o f  th e protectiv e father .  Th e them e 
of  forgivenes s hinge s o n a  textua l  proble m o f  gende r 
whic h force s u s t o rea d Blak e o n a  laten t  level , 
a critica l  pat h whic h Mitchel l  point s u s towar d bu t 
doesn' t  actuall y tak e himself .  I f  w e follo w tha t 
path ,  w e ar e compelle d t o conside r  th e possibilit y 
of  a  Blak e whos e diatribe s agains t  authority , 
Nobodaddy ,  an d Urize n concea l  a  fantas y o f  rescuin g 
th e fathe r  an d reunitin g wit h him . 

I n th e sam e wa y tha t  I  fin d Blak e mor e 
problematic ,  les s neat ,  an d les s optimisti c o n 
ambiguit y an d forgivenes s tha n Mitchel l  does ,  I 
fin d hi m s o o n th e questio n o f  hi s attitud e towar d 
woman.  Mitchel l  interpret s Gwendolyn' s reversa l  i n 
Chapte r  IV--i n which ,  havin g carrie d he r  campaig n 
agains t  th e mal e se x t o th e poin t  o f  reducin g Han d 
t o a  tin y worm ,  sh e suddenl y repent s i n horro r  a t 
what  sh e ha s don e an d enter s Los' s furnaces--a s a 
sig n "tha t  th e apocalypti c reversa l  o f  histor y i s 
sparke d b y woman ,  o r  b y th e feminin e aspec t  o f 
consciousness "  (191) .  Anothe r  suc h sig n occur s i n 
th e treatmen t  o f  th e birt h o f  Enitharmo n i n The Book 
of Urizen. Usin g evidenc e fro m th e designs ,  wher e 
Enitharmo n play s a  mor e importan t  rol e tha n sh e doe s 
i n th e text ,  Mitchel l  argue s that ,  althoug h he r 
emergenc e horrifie s th e Eternal s an d represent s a n 
ultimat e schism ,  i t  als o transform s Urizen' s night ­
mare int o " a night-visio n o f  inspiration "  an d re ­
define s th e voi d "a s a  fiel d fo r  exploratio n an d 
creativity "  (154) ;  sh e thu s appear s at ,  o r  as ,  th e 
nadi r  an d als o a s a n imag e o f  hope .  Similarly , 
Mitchel l  defend s Los' s pit y fo r  Urize n a s th e onl y 
positiv e alternativ e t o complet e surrender :  "hi s 
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d iv is ion into sexual forms is a way of guaranteeing 
that the prophetic role w i l l be f r u i t f u l . . . to 
provide imaginative a l ternat ives to the societ ies 
bred by Urizen" (133). In the case of Gwendolyn, 
we see an expression of Blakean f a i t h in a d i a l e c t i ­
cal structure of existence that does not permit 
to ta l ann ih i l a t i on : to reach bottom, as in Dante, 
is to turn upwards. But M i t che l l ' s stress on the 
crucial i n i t i a t i v e of woman, while an agreeable and 
in t r i gu ing theory, is by i t s e l f forced and mis­
leading. Once again, I think we have to turn to a 
la tent level to explore the problem fu r ther . 

I think we f i r s t have to accept the idea that 
Blake's imagination, l i k e Mi l ton 's and unlike 
Spenser's, is ruled by a male p r i nc ip le . As Brian 
Wilkie has w r i t t e n , Blake fol lows epic t r a d i t i o n in 
portraying the l i f e of to ta l imaginative enery in 
"severely masculine" terms (Visionary Forms Dramatic, 
ed. Erdman and Grant, p. 367). His image of f u l ­
f i l l e d , heroic humanity, Jesus Chr is t , is male; i t 
is a male, Los, who in Jerusalem actual ly sparks the 
reversal of h is tory through the t o t a l i t y of his 
e f f o r t s ; and the p i c t o r i a l androgynes are long­
haired males without gen i ta ls , j us t as the textual 
androgynes, l i ke A lb ion, are male in the i r r e l a t i o n ­
ships and t he i r pronouns. Woman, or the female 
aspect of consciousness, is a necessary force in the 
work of redemption but only a f te r being subdued and 
subordinated. In general, when women spark anything 
by themselves, they are ac t ing , as Vala does, in a 
phantasmagoric extension of the error of uxorious-
ness. The wars of i n t e l l e c t , the clashings of 
cont rar ies , are subverted by the values i den t i f i ed 
in both Blake and t r a d i t i o n as feminine--repose, 
r econc i l i a t i on , passivity—unless the l a t t e r accept 
a second place. A l l th is seems clear on the surface, 
and i t is what Mi tchel l is t r y ing to see through. 
But I think when we see through i t , we do not f i nd 
exactly what Mi tchel l says. 

I t is p i t y that divides the soul in to male and 
female, and'woman is the embodiment of p i t y ; 
Enitharmon is the "piteous image of my sof t desires 
and loves" {Jersalem, plate 17). Thematical ly, p i t y 
is an emotional al legiance to the f a l l e n , or nature, 
not the unfallen—Urizen as he i s , not as he was. 
Some of M i tche l l ' s most inspired w r i t i ng comes in 
exp l icat ion of the astonishing p ic ture in Urizen 
in which Los is suspended over a red globe wi th his 
hands to his head; th is is "Los giv ing b i r t h to his 
'P i t y ' for Urizen in the form of a globe of blood 
which is the embryonic form of Enitharmon." This 
p la te , Mitchel l continues, 

fuses the imagery of b i r t h and c rea t ion , and 
the i r associated feel ings of pleasure and 
pain. One view of the design w i l l enlarge 
the globe to a diameter of e ight thousand 
mi les, placing i t in outer space wi th a 
giant dei ty hovering over i t . A b l ink of 
the eye reduces i t to a human being alone 
in darkness, dreadful ly wounded and pouring 
out his l i f e in cataracts of blood. The 
set t ing of the p ic ture is the most absolute 
void in the whole book--a dead blackness 
which of fers no sign of element, hor izon, 
or boundary. The synaesthetic networks of 
ha i r , veins, nerves, tears , and milk which 

flow from the f igure produce a related 
ambiguity, forc ing us to see the f igure as 
weeping, bleeding, and suf fer ing extreme 
pain ( indicated by the r i g i d extension of 
the f i nge rs ) , and yet simulatneously involved 
in a l i f e - g i v i n g , nour ishing, protect ive 
ac t , as i f the process of impregnation, 
formation of womb and placenta, gestat ion, 
and b i r t h were being undertaken as a single 
act of conscious, external creat ion. The 
maternal overtones are so st rong, in f a c t , 
that i t has been d i f f i c u l t for some viewers 
to see th is as the male f igure of Los; 
Keynes i den t i f i es i t as Enitharmon. 

(156-57) 

I  woul d ad d th e following :  w e se e a  mal e givin g 
birth ;  w e se e a  mal e functionin g a s a  woman.  An d 
th e pictur e itself ,  wit h th e glob e o f  bloo d tor n 
away fro m Los' s body ,  i s  perhap s abov e al l  a n imag e 
of  castration .  T o fee l  pity ,  t o experienc e th e 
sof t  emotions ,  i s  t o becom e a  woman.  We shoul d 
recal l  thi s plat e whe n w e se e picture s o f  Lo s carry ­
in g th e re d glob e o r  th e su n o f  visio n t o understan d 
how th e imaginatio n ca n b e construe d a s a n externa l 
object ,  a n appendage .  Followin g th e imager y o f 
Jerusalem plat e 100 ,  whic h Mitchel l  read s i n term s 
of  th e unfalle n androgyn e Urthon a wit h hi s emanatio n 
Enitharmo n an d hi s spectr e Lo s haulin g th e glob e 
bac k int o falle n history ,  w e ca n sa y tha t  t o fal l 
fro m androgyn y i s t o underg o throug h th e oedipa l 
phas e a  divisio n i n whic h on e discover s one' s gender , 
i n whic h th e othe r  sex ,  a s castrate d mal e (o r  femal e 
wit h phallus) ,  embodie s one' s anxiet y abou t  oneself , 
and i n whic h th e los t  par t  o f  th e sel f  return s i n 
th e for m o f  one' s imagination ,  whic h i s  one' s memor y 
of  wholeness ,  one' s Divin e Vision .  We nee d t o 
understan d th e exten t  o f  Blake' s drea d o f  bein g 
rule d b y a  woman o r  b y hi s ow n inne r  feminin e 
elements .  We als o nee d t o understan d tha t  th e fea r 
of  bein g a  woman i s  connecte d wit h a  desir e t o b e 
th e prodiga l  so n an d embrac e th e father . 

Even so ,  insofa r  a s th e femal e aspect s o f  th e 
mind ,  i n th e for m o f  th e los t  emanatio n Jerusalem , 
ar e represente d a s suppresse d an d desired ,  w e als o 
need t o se e i n Blak e a  longin g t o reintegrat e thos e 
aspect s an d a  struggl e t o understan d th e femal e i n 
term s othe r  tha n castration .  Albio n feel s tha t 
"Lov e an d Pit y ar e th e same ;  a  sof t  repose !  /  Inwar d 
complacenc y o f  Soul :  a  Self-annihilation "  (plat e 
23)--bot h castrations ;  but ,  i n context ,  thi s i s  th e 
falle n erro r  o f  a  dreamin g humanity .  Jerusalem 
depict s a  struggl e betwee n positiv e an d negativ e 
evaluation s o f  th e female  elemen t  withi n th e male . 
I t  embodie s bot h a  comflic t  an d a n attemp t  t o hea l 
and transfor m tha t  conflict .  On e wa y tha t  Blak e 
represent s thi s doublenes s i s th e poem' s counter -
pointin g o f  tw o relationships ,  on e (Los-Enitharmon ) 
i n whic h th e mal e i s i n th e right ,  an d th e othe r 
(Albion-Jerusalem) ,  i n whic h th e femal e i s i n th e 
right .  Jerusalem expresse s Blake' s inne r  struggl e 
t o accep t  a s integrative ,  rathe r  tha n disintegrative , 
certai n element s i n himsel f  whic h h e identifie d a s 
feminine--suc h a s passivity ,  lov e fo r  a  father ,  an d 
subordinatio n t o another ,  a s i n self-sacrifice .  I 
am no t  sur e tha t  th e issu e i s  decisivel y resolve d 
one wa y o r  th e othe r  sinc e th e ultimat e falle n imag e 
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(th e hermaphrodite )  an d th e ultimat e redemptiv e 
imag e (self-annihilation )  ca n bot h b e interprete d a s 
symbol s o f  th e femal e aspec t  o f  th e male .  We ar e 
confrontin g here ,  i t  may b e noted ,  a  proble m clos e 
t o th e on e tha t  Freu d deal t  with ,  muc h mor e 
pessimistically ,  a t  th e clos e o f  on e o f  hi s ow n 
essay s i n th e awakenin g o f  sleepin g humanity , 
"Analysi s Terminabl e an d Interminable, "  whe n h e 
wrot e tha t  th e greates t  obstacl e t o th e analyti c 
treatmen t  wa s th e male' s "masculin e protest, "  hi s 
resistanc e t o acceptin g a  cur e fro m hi s analyti c 
father-surrogate ,  an d th e woman' s resistanc e t o 
givin g u p he r  wis h tha t  th e treatmen t  migh t  provid e 
her  wit h a  penis .  I t  i s  i n term s lik e thes e tha t  w e 
must  se e th e poe m as ,  t o us e Mitchell' s  words ,  a n 
anatom y o f  Blake' s ow n melancholy . 

Mitchel l  begin s hi s boo k b y saying ,  "I t  ha s 
become superfluou s t o argu e tha t  Blake' s 
poems nee d t o b e rea d wit h thei r  accompany ­

in g illustrations "  (3) .  A s muc h a s I  shar e th e 
feelin g tha t  Blake' s illuminate d poetr y offer s on e 
of  th e mos t  unusua l  an d powerfu l  artisti c experience s 
availabl e t o us ,  a s gratefu l  a s I  fee l  fo r  th e 
excellen t  work ,  includin g Mitchell's ,  o n tha t 
composit e ar t  i n th e las t  decade ,  an d a s muc h a s I 
agre e wit h Mitchel l  tha t  w e nee d detaile d studies , 
of  th e typ e h e provide s here ,  fo r  al l  th e illuminate d 
poems,  I  woul d inser t  a  smal l  caveat. I  woul d no t 
want  t o se e composite-ar t  criticis m becom e a  ne w 
orthodox y i n Blak e studies ,  an d I  woul d b e sorr y t o 
thin k that ,  fo r  example ,  an y graduat e studen t  migh t 

fee l  an y reservation s abou t  undertakin g a  disserta ­
tio n tha t  happene d no t  t o trea t  th e designs .  I 
fee l  i t  necessar y t o sa y thi s becaus e composite-ar t 
criticis m ha s a  tendency--althoug h perhap s no t  a n 
inevitabl e one--t o produc e a  largel y centripetal , 
formalisti c kin d o f  study ;  therefore ,  i n effec t  i t 
define s a n approac h rathe r  tha n a  fiel d o f  subjec t 
matter .  Thi s centripeta l  tendenc y i s furthe r 
accente d whe n Blak e i s interprete d primaril y accord­
in g t o hi s ow n categories—a n understandabl e strateg y 
sinc e hi s categorie s ar e a s intriguin g a s anybod y 
else's . 

Blake's Composite Art i s  a  livel y an d sub ­
stantia l  exampl e o f  thi s formalism .  It s onl y majo r 
weaknes s i s a  frequen t  strainin g i n it s interpreta ­
tions ,  bu t  thi s strainin g arise s fro m a  concep t  o f 
Blak e i n whic h ever y inconsistenc y an d ever y elemen t 
tha t  migh t  distur b a  contemporar y sensibilit y  i s 
onl y apparent .  I  prefe r  a  Blak e wit h somewha t 
roughe r  edges ;  an d I  fee l  tha t  th e mos t  interestin g 
problem s raise d b y Mitchell' s  formalis m canno t  b e 
full y explaine d purel y i n term s o f  tha t  formalism . 
I f  w e acknowledg e th e problem s a s no t  apparen t  bu t 
rea l  an d i f  w e ar e willin g t o us e externa l  per ­
spectives ,  suc h a s th e psychologica l  on e I  hav e 
attempte d i n thi s essay ,  t o complemen t  an d exten d 
a themati c approach ,  I  thin k w e may discove r  a n 
eve n larger ,  richer ,  an d mor e dramati c Blak e tha n 
we usuall y encounte r  a t  present ,  a  Blake ,  fo r 
example ,  wh o bot h analyze s an d expresse s melanchol y 
at  th e sam e time . 


	REVIEW

