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BLAKE'S
COMPOSITE
ARTaorene

he fundamental argument of Blake's Composite

Art is that, although the texts in Blake's

illuminated poetry can stand quite well by
themselves, we must, to understand them fully, read
them together with their designs. Mitchell begins
with a theoretical discussion of the illuminated
format and then, contending that each illuminated
poem is an organic unit and develops its own parti-
cular relationship of text and design, proceeds to
detailed readings of three works: The Book of Thel,
The Book of Urizen, and Jerusalem. This is a well-
chosen series for several reasons. First, we see
Blake in the early, middle, and late stages of his

poetic career. Second, we see three critical develop-

ments in his mythology: the breakdown of Innocence,
the evolution of the world of Experience, and the
apocalyptic recovery of paradise. And third, we see
three different styles of illumination: one in
which the relationship of design and text is gen-
erally illustrative; one in which the designs assume
a more assertive, independent status; and one in
which the pictures play a complex iconographic and
structural role in Blake's most formally difficult
work. Because Mitchell;s outline is logical and
attractive and because his writing is clear, his
book can serve as a sophisticated introduction to
Blake, as well as a substantial advanced study.

Before we see how Mitchell's outline actually
works out, we may ask "what kind of Blake" emerges

in his criticism. Basically, Mitchell has a con-
temporary and, I feel, sound concept of Blake. His
is not an occult or mystical Blake but one who
rejects transcendence and insists that "redemptive
energies are in this world, or must be brought into
this world" (131), one whose highest value is the
imagination as a process, and one for whom a true
apocalypse paradoxically "does not foreclose the
possibility of continued evolution, possibly even
new 'falls' into error" (136). At the same time,
Mitchell's Blake has a highly distinct personality
which will not appeal to every reader. His Blake
is not the Piper of Innocence or Rintrah raging in
the wilderness or the visionary vitalist Oothoon.
His is Blake the artist--and the artist perhaps
ultimately more as formalist, maker of art-objects,
than as Romantic hero, although the latter is by no
means absent. But more particularly, his is a Blake
of ambiguities and balanced judgments, an exis-
tentialist 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 all, this is a gentle, tolerant
Blake; the Blakean idea that prevails in this book
is Forgiveness. Perhaps this is a Blake in keeping
with a time like the late 70's when extremism is
less in fashion than it was in the 60's.

Mitchell begins with a useful and effective
study of the general relationship between text and




design. Arguing that Blake seeks "an energetic
rivalry, a dialogue or dialectic between vigorously
independent modes of expression” (4), he analyzes
several common ways in which the designs diverge
from a purely illustrative subordination to the
poetry. The first way appears in "illustrations
which do not illustrate" anything in the text and
is clearly demonstrated by the picture of the bard
carrying the winged child in the frontispiece to
the Songs of Experience. For such designs, says
Mitchell, the reader must supply his own poem.
the traditional iconography of St. Christopher,
Mitchell interprets the picture as a symbol of reader
and poet, both of them burdened with the prophetic
task of making meaning in a spectral world. The
second way is the kind of counterpoint that appears
in America where Blake uses a picture of a Urizenic
Angel of Albion to illustrate a speech by Orc and

one of Orc to illustrate a passage about the Angels;
the result is a composite drama in which the aged
oppressor is transformed into his youthful opponent
(and perhaps vice versa). Here, Mitchell indisputably
shows that text and design together create significa-
tion that can't be gained from either by itself.

The third way is syncopation (Frye's term), in which
the related text and design are widely separated.
Mitchell's example, the title-page of The Marriage
of Heaven and Hell, is poorly chosen. He follows a
questionable tradition in associating the embracing
figures at the bottom of the plate with the Memorable
Fancy in which the angel, embracing the fire, turns
into a devil. Is it really necessary to go through
the tortuous interpretations of this design required
to establish such an identification when the
embracing figures appear under the word "marriage"

on their own plate and when the theme of sensual
enjoyment runs prominently through the text that
follows? Mitchell and others argue that the figures
are not clearly male and female, but the term
"marriage" in this work refers to many types of
marriage--among them, reason-energy, passive-active,
form-content, angel-devil, female-male--and de-
sexualizing the figures permits the expression of
this full symbolic range.

Using

Mitchell's next example of pictorial indepen-
dence, a case in which a design that apparently only
illustrates really adds significantly to the poetic
argument, is also poorly chosen. Mitchell often
proposes sources for Blake's designs in pictorial
tradition, and frequently he does this convincingly.
In this instance, he uses pictures of the guardian
angel theme to suggest that, although in the text of
"The Little Black Boy" the English boy is white as
an angel and the speaker is a lost soul, in the
design their states are inverted. The trouble here
is that Mitchell uncritically accepts a text which,
as Bloom has pointed out, collapses into incoherence
unless read ironically, for if the two boys are
freed in heaven from their 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 Mitchell's reading of the total plate is com-
pletely dependent upon his understanding of the
text alone; if the textual reading has difficulties,
the composite-art reading will just get us into
deeper trouble. In Tine with this problem, I am
particularly interested in Mitchell's statement
that, especially in the longer works, the text is
better read reprinted by itself, since deciphering

the handwriting and looking at the pictures distract
one from the hard concentration that a Blakean text
demands. This is a suggestive observation, although
Mitchell doesn't develop it. Illumination pictori-
alizes the poem; however, in the act of interpreta-
tion it is the words that assume primacy: in his
full readings Mitchell always begins with the text,
as I think nearly all Blake readers must. In
effect, illumination functions as a strategy to
suppress, even conceal, the words, in contrast with
the exposure of the printed page. Mitchell does
refer to Frye's notion of "conflicting aesthetic
appeals" as a further type of independence; Blake
makes distraction into an aesthetic principle, and I
wonder to what extent and in what specific instances
it might also be studied as a psychological principle.

Mitchell continues his treatment of the text-
design relationship with an excellent discussion of
Blake's attitude to the idea of the Sister Arts as
one of critique rather than acceptance. He shows
how Blakean practice contradicts point by point the
principles of the ut pictura poesis tradition, in
which the imagination is given a visual analogy.
Blake emerges convincingly here as an anti-perspec-
tival, anti-pictorial artist; for him poetry and
painting, far from seeking analogous methods, each
have to find individual ways of being visionary.
But with the text attacking objective time and the
designs attacking objective space, both cooperate in
reshaping the perceptual world.

Mitchell valuably places the relation of text
and design within the context of Blakean dialectic
in general. The apparent schism between poetry and
painting is simultaneous with that between soul and
body, intellect and sense, and, most radically, male
and female; and thus composite-art criticism leads
us straight into the central Blakean problem of
dualism. The independence of text and design, says
Mitchell, reflects Blake's vision of fallen duality,
but at the same time the creative contrariety of text
and design enacts the return from divided nature to
unfallen unity.

To me, the most interesting observation that
Mitchell makes in his entire theoretical discussion
is that the "pictorial 'wars of intellect' which
Blake conducted with the texts of the past [in his
illustrations of other poets] continue, in a sense,
even into his designs for his own poems," insofar as
here too he refuses merely to be an illustrator (19).
For Mitchell, this indicates that the "refusal to
provide visual translations of texts . . is not
merely a sign of doctrinal differences with his
subject, but is a basic principle in his theory of
illustration" (19). I think Mitchell gets closer
to the truth when he says later that Blake's
illuminated style "embodies the drama of a divided,
polarized consciousness seeking reunification--the
subject of his prophetic books" (52). But what type
of internal aggression and self-division is revealed
in the spectacle of a Blake who rebels even against
himself? What impelled Blake to develop two artistic
gifts to an unmatched degree and bring them together
in a complex double art? Doubleness in Blake seems
anterior to any of its formal and thematic ex-
pressions. As Levi-Strauss has treated myths as
embodiments rather than solutions of problems, so
we see in Blake's double art a tremendously angry




and divided sensibility seeking external embodiments

of its own structure. Yet we also see Blake
struggling to transform wrath and conflict into non-
destructive modes of doubleness: interplay,
cleansing correction, brotherhood, and marriage, as
well as the striving beyond doubleness to reunifica-
tion.

Chapter II focuses on several central features
of Blake's pictorial style. The first is the
relationship of color and line. Mitchell writes
that although Blake's theory vehemently suppresses
color in favor of line, in his actual practice color
and Tight play important roles and occasionally
even predominate. In the theory and the poetic
mythology, outline is permanent, male, Los, the
naked body, while color is evanescent, female,
Enitharmon, the garment, but what we actually see is
a dialectic of the two, similar to the interplay of
text and design. A second pictorial feature is the
use of the human body as an organizational factor
in composition. The body appears in a continuum of
postures from the contracted, oppressed crouching
form to the expansive, risen, leaping or flying form.
Mitchell cautions us against oversimply applying a
moral code to Blake's forms, however, by pointing out
positive instances of contraction and negative of
expansion; he does the same for the categories of
translucence and opacity. Ultimately, each picture
of the body is a frame in the "visionary cinema" of
Albion's total body in its unfallen, all-flexible
potentiality; and the 1imits of contraction and
opacity have their own necessity within Blake's
total vision. In this discussion, as in the section
on color, we see Mitchell's characteristic spirit of
reconciliation at work, redeeming common Blakean
scapegoats.

A third, and especially interesting, pictorial
feature is that linear composition in Blake is based
upon four forms, used either in repetition or inter-
action within the frame: spiral, S-curve, circle,
and inverted U. Here I think Mitchell teaches us to
look at Blakean designs in a useful new way. The
spiral and S-curve are generally associated with
expansion in subject matter and the circle and
inverted U with contraction. Furthermore, working
from recurrent poetic motifs, Mitchell associates the
spiral with the ear, the S-curve with the tongue, the
circle with the eye, and the inverted U with the nose;
he thus sees sensory opening and art work as parallel
in that both are windows to be seen through. He
develops in detail the spiral, as vine, scroll,
serpent, whirlpool, and, particularly, vortex. The
vortex, in his analysis of this complex and much-
analyzed figure, is a gateway into a new level of
perception, either upwards or downwards, and also an
image of oscillation between a vision of the object
as it is and a vision of the object as we see it.
This latter formulation is fruitful, and the inter-
pretation that depends upon it of the vortex passage
in Milton is excellent. But one problem is that
Mitchell speaks of poetic accounts of the vortex in
visual terms even though he associates the vortex,
together with all other variants of the spiral, with
the ear. Relatedly, the two great descriptions of
the vortex, in Milton and The Four Zoas, both concern
acts of falling, whereas the spiral is usually
associated with ascent. I would argue that we have

to separate the vortex from the other spiral variants
and regard it sui generis as an image of visual
experience. Perhaps we fall through the vortex of
the perspectival eye and rise through the spiral of
the ear.

local observations and in its general por-

trayal of a dramatic, dialectical composite
art is on the whole an excellent piece of Blake
criticism. Mitchell's first application of the
theory in his reading of The Book of Thel, however,
is the weakest section in the book. In his argument
the work, although apparently straightforward, is
permeated by ambiguities in both text and design.
Most notably, it is framed by two enigmas: the
opening motto, in which alternative answers can
equally well be supplied for Thel's questions about
eagle, mole, rod, and bowl; and the closing picture
of the serpent ridden by the maiden and children,
which can equally well be interpreted as a flight
from Experience or as a fusion of Innocence and
Experience. Mitchell finds that in general the work
both elicits and undercuts the two most common
interpretations of Thel's fate as a regression from
reality or a justifiable escape from a nightmare-
world. Particularly, "we cannot judge Thel a coward
because Blake strips away all possible superior
vantage points from which we might pass judgment."
Furthermore, "the moral structure of the poem is
implicity based on the process of Self-annihilation"
(as revealed, I suppose, in the speeches of the
comforters), and anyone who had updergone Self-
annihilation "would be capable only of forgiving
her, not judging" (95).

The theoretical discussion, both in its many

To Mitchell, Thel's questioning is the admirable
sign of her humanity; but ultimately her reasoning
powers are used to retreat from experience and
create a spectral self. Her problem is to confront
death, and she is finally unable to understand “the
paradoxical interdependence of life and death ex-
perienced by her conforters" (90). At the same
time, in its total structure the work gives us a
vision of such paradoxical harmony as mediated
“through a perspective [Thel's] which sees life as
antithetical to death" (106). The root of Thel's
problem, Mitchell suggests, is her search for a
"transcendent father." It is her discovery in the
grave that this "illusory deity" does not exist
that shatters her. And the absence of God for Thel
is paralleled by the absence of a moral norm for the
reader; in reading we experience the same ambiguity
that defeats and divides her and are thus forced
“to ponder issues which may ultimately defy all
pondering" (106).

This reading is lively and, to a certain extent,
helpful. But it is also badly strained; Mitchell
seems to want to make The Book of Thel into a
"skeptical form," reading it as works like Antony
and Cleopatra and "The Nun's Priest's Tale" are often
read. It is true that the world Thel rejects is a
world of ambiguity and uncertainty, as evidenced by
the famous paradoxes of the body in the speech from
the grave. It is also true, I think, that the poem,
with the motto in part possibly derived from
Ecclesiastes, develops the kind of skepticism that
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