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proverbs ,  neatl y an d i n order ,  t o scene s fro m th e 
wars ;  unde r  suc h circumstances ,  th e "Proverb s o f 
Hell "  see m al l  th e mor e challenging .  But ,  o f  course , 
myt h i s no t  genuinel y susceptibl e t o opposition , 
nor  eve n ca n i t  b e destroye d o r  modifie d b y th e 
constructio n o f  counter-myths ;  sinc e it s  real m i s 
contradiction ,  i t  i s  capabl e o f  remainin g unaffecte d 
by intellectua l  weapons ,  modifyin g it s  contour s 
onl y i n a  comple x an d variabl e relatio n wit h change s 
i n th e underlyin g reality .  A  poe m o f  181 3 entitle d 
"Nationa l  Discord "  i s  interestin g i n thi s context ; 
th e poe t  regret s th e contemporar y lac k o f  a 
"Thracia n Lyris t  .  .  .  gifte d wit h skil l  /  T o humbl e 
th e Tige r  t o crouc h a t  hi s will, "  an d bemoan s th e 
collaps e o f  th e worl d int o discor d rathe r  tha n th e 
harmon y which ,  o f  course ,  onc e prevailed : 

th e Geniu s o f  brigh t  intuitio n i s  fled ; 
And harmon y passe d fro m th e hear t  t o th e head ; 
No rap t  inspiratio n no w succour s th e brave ! 
No sound s o f  th e lyr e ar e effectua l  t o save ! 

The reig n i s  establish' d o f  Discord ;  deligh t 

Exult s i n narratio n o f  sieg e an d o f  flight ; 
Where losse s confus e i n th e flame s spreading -

far , 
And distresse s i n pageant s an d tumult s o f  war . 

This ,  I  believe ,  wel l  illustrates  ambivalenc e i n 
contemporar y attitude s t o th e war ;  th e assume d 
preoccupatio n o f  poet s wit h th e martia l  i s  criticized , 
whil e a t  th e sam e tim e th e ke y term s "delight "  an d 
"exults "  ar e attache d precisel y t o thi s condemne d 
narration .  Fo r  "condemne d narration, "  w e coul d 
substitut e "Bibl e o f  Hell, "  an d w e woul d thu s b e 
enrichin g ou r  sens e o f  th e relation s betwee n Blakea n 
narrativ e an d history ,  whil e a t  th e sam e tim e 
startin g t o thin k i n quit e a  Blakea n wa y firs t  abou t 
th e specifi c  shapes ,  th e particula r  inclusion s an d 
exclusions ,  whic h psychi c energ y ca n b e mad e t o 
assume b y th e pressur e o f  historica l  circumstanc e 
and the n abou t  th e ideologica l  collusion s whic h see k 
t o protec t  peopl e bot h fro m th e threa t  o f  chang e and , 
at  th e sam e tim e an d inextricably ,  fro m th e ris k o f 
takin g o n thei r  ow n power . 

Leopold Damrosch, Jr. S y m b o l a n d Truth 

in B lake ' s M y t h . Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton Univ. Press, 1980. xiv + 395 pp. 

$25.00 cloth, $9.50 paper. 

Reviewed by Nelson Hilton 

Symbol and Truth 
m Blake s Myth 

Leopold Damrosch, Jr. 

A f t e r two books on Samuel Johnson, Leopold 
Damrosch, Jr. has now burst forward 
unheralded to present Symbol and Truth in 

Blake's Myth.1 I t is a weighty tome which w i l l be 
read by e\/ery serious student of Blake over the next 
few years; the observations on "sex," " fatherhood," 
and the "spectre" i f thought before have never been 
so well expressed. Having stated my be l ie f that 
the book should be widely read, I hope I may be f o r 

given for taking the remaining space to wrest le in 
true f r iendship with a g lo r ious ly Urizenic t ex t . 
Let me begin with th is misreading: "As human beings 
i f not as l i t e r a r y c r i t i c s , we surely owe [Damrosch] 
Blake the ob l igat ion of tes t ing his [ c r i t i c i s m ] myth 
against our experience of [Blake] t r u t h , which is 
no more than doing what he constantly begs us to do 
[unsure]. . . . But as c r i t i c s we must go fur ther 
and t r y to understand why [Damrosch1s c r i t i c i s m ] 
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Blake's myth takes the unsat isfying form that i t 
does. To do so w i l l reveal his f i na l ambiva
lence. . . " (239-40). 

Return to the t i t l e , the awkward indef ini teness 
of which is immediately apparent as one pauses to 
run through i t s equally compelling permutations. 
The rat ionale for the second term, " t r u t h , " i s that 
"As a prophet Blake claims to announce the t r u t h , 
and I have en t i t l ed th is study Symbol and Truth 
because I think i t important to consider how his 
poems might be perceived as true by modern readers" 
(9) . The language is curious only u n t i l we real ize 
that i t is standard Academese: distancing and 
sub jec t /se l f -e f fac ing (how perhaps "perceived" not 
by Damrosch but nameless "modern readers"; repor t ing , 
non-judgmentally, Blake's "claims") in the midst of 
i t s very se l f -asser t ion ("because I think i t 
important") . As i t w i l l turn out in the f i na l 
considerat ion, " I f Blake de l ibera te ly cuts himself 
o f f from the phenomenology of l ived experience, and 
i f the modern reader cannot j o i n him in that 
exclusion, why should one read him?" (368). Dis
regarding the two "pa r t i cu la r l y compelling" academic 
reasons, I would suggest that the true modern reader 
does j o i n in that exclusion—the young Blake readers 
of the new age, who believe as well in imaginary 
numbers, the genetic code, black holes, and f l oa t i ng 
keeps in computer programs, are indeed moving ever 
fur ther from the phenomenology of Damrosch's 
nosta lg ic , Wordsworthian " l i ved experience" (we are 
t o l d , r e g r e t f u l l y , that "There can be no Wordsworth
ian so l i t a r y reaper in Blake . . . and no Michael . 
. . " ; t ha t , " In the end . . . Blake cannot come to 
terms with [Wordsworth's image o f ] " . . . the very 
world which is the world / Of a l l of us" [366-67, 
368]). 

The f i r s t word of th is book's t i t l e , "symbol," 
is i t s most important and problematic one; s i g n i f i 
cantly (or symbolically?) enough, i t never appears 
in Blake's tex t in any form. Damrosch, however, is 
concerned with "the issues" raised by Blake, and 
central to th is focus i s Blake's "exposure of the 
problem of symbolism," "his explorat ion of the 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s and l im i t s of the symbol" (7, 368). 
One i s l e f t wi th the impression that th is also is 
Damrosch's v is ion of his own achievement. The 
obvious quest ion, "What is a symbol?", would quickly 
propel us beyond Damrosch and in to the deep space of 
contemporary poet ics; but since the concept of 
"symbol" appears on nearly every page, i t is 
essential to t r y to understand what Damrosch means 
by i t . "Symbols are not simple s igns"-- they are 
'"dense with meaning'" and so "any simple t rans la t ion 
of symbol in to 'meaning' reduces i t once more to a 
s ign" (67, 68, 65). 

Damrosch argues that "The symbol for Blake is 
more than a magnetic f i e l d of emotional charges or a 
cogni t ive system wi th in which experience can be 
organized. I t is our best and subt lest means of 
ins ight i n to r e a l i t y . The sun looks l i k e a disk but 
is human" (69). "But in Blake's theory," says 
Damrosch, "owing to his suspicion of the fa l len 
wor ld, symbols are v i t i a t e d by the i r f a l l en s ta tus , 
for example in the various versions of the sun." 
"Therefore," t h i s argument continues, the symbols 
"point t o , or par t i c ipa te in a r e a l i t y which is more 

v iv id and immediate than they are, so long as we can 
achieve an apocalyptic breakthrough and ascend in to 
vis ion on the f i e r y char iot of the imagination" 
(362). Heady s t u f f . 

By " v i s i o n , " Blake "means a mode of perception 
that sees through symbols rather than wi th them" 
(302).2 "Al l t h ink ing , " by way of evident contrast 
to v i s ion , is of a "symbolic character" (256). "We 
therefore have s l ippery and ambiguous symbols 
point ing to a more v i v id and organized r e a l i t y 
' w i t h i n ' " (362). This " r e a l i t y , " Damrosch has to 
argue i m p l i c i t l y , is i t s e l f symbolic or hypothet ica l , 
since "Blake openly defies the r e a l i t y p r i nc ip le " by 
means of his "wish f u l f i l l m e n t on a cosmic scale 
that . . . chooses to deny essential facts of human 
experience" (163, 70). This ostensibly meta-symbolic 
and transcendent Blakean r e a l i t y depends f i n a l l y on 
"an act of fai th—which the reader must postulate 
even i f he does not share"--since " Invar iably we are 
brought back to the necessity of the d iv ine" (69, 
314). We read Blake, then (now), "to know what i t 
would be l i ke to believe in man's sp i r i t ua l power" 
(368). These opinions resonate movingly wi th the 
author's most t e l l i n g statement in the book: " I 
myself ( to speak f rankly) have no re l ig ious be l ie f " 
(246). Reading in Damrosch's concluding oaragraph 
that the ent i re exercise "would have a merely 
antiquarian funct ion i f Blake did not possess the 
power of a re l ig ious v i s ion " (371), one cannot res is t 
wondering, "Did he put on his knowledge with his 
power?" 

Let us return to "the issue" of "unsat i fy ing 
form" and " f i na l ambivalence": "The purpose of 
[Damrosch's c r i t i c i s m ] Blake's myth i s fa r from being 
merely descr ip t ive . I t i s prescr ip t ive . . . " (150). 
Hence such dicta as "the invention of states 
represents a decisive change in Blake's myth, and 
I think an unfortunate one"; " I propose to establ ish 
an i n te l l ec tua l context that w i l l show not only what 
Blake seems to mean, but also why he f inds i t so 
hard to mean what he wants"; "his representations of 
Female Wi l l would have been less tendentious i f he 
had made more of the symbolism of L i l i t h " ; "Blake's 
real mistake, i f I may b lun t ly ca l l i t t ha t , was to 
give in to the dua l i s t impulse and to dismiss 
sexual i ty to Beulah" (154, 176, 219, 234). 

Let me make clear what I think i s going on. 
To ta lk about "symbols" i s to posi t the existence of 
"another" t ex t , of la tent meanings, and thus the 
concomitant necessity (since "A symbolic language 
has to be in terpre ted" [116]) of an in te rp re te r , a 
wise guardian of the tex t and context. Cui bono? 
Recognizing that "To say what a given symbol means 
in Blake's work is impossible except in an extended 
essay on i t s various spec i f ic meanings" (107), 
Damrosch has projected instead a royal road of i n t e r 
pret ing the nature of Blakean symbolization. His book 
is "a study in philosophical i n te rp re ta t i on " which 
i s , anyway, " l og i ca l l y p r io r to commentary"; i t i s , 
indeed, a "metacommentary" (4, 5) . Like i t s t i t l e , 
the book's chapters o f fer abstract categories such 
as "The Truth of Symbols," "God and Man." Early on, 
Damrosch c i tes Blake's reported remark, ' " I can look 
at a knot in a piece of wood t i l l I am fr ightened 
at i t , ' " and f inds the impl icat ion that "a f i x i t y of 
gaze would compel the object to y i e l d up i t s hidden 
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meaning" (42). Perhaps we hear an abstracted echo 
of th i s when we read, l a t e r , that our author "w i l l 
explore some philosophical reasons for the knot t ies t 
problems in Blake's myth," the meanings that "baf f le 
i n t e rp re ta t i on , " that "give trouble because they 
cannot be coherently reconci led" (113-14). Appro
p r i a te l y enough, he f ixes his gaze longest—for over 
a f i f t h of the book--on "The Problem of Dualism" 
(every Blakean symbol "has a dual s ign i f icance" 
[290]) and there, most "compel l ingly," on "Sex." 
One hopes that these f ine discussions were as thera
peutic for Damrosch as he holds Blake's myth to have 
been fo r i t s creator (152, 311). 

Damrosch's concern "with contexts rather than 
sources" (6) is at times misguided. Context, again, 
is something the (meta-)commentator decides3--but i t 
is time that we s ta r t discovering " i n te r t ex t " rather 
than project ing context, which is to say, i t is time 
we started producing the tex t rather than abstract ing 
i t s "meaning." For example, Damrosch quotes Blake's 
descr ipt ion that "the Plowman of Chaucer is Hercules 
in his supreme eternal s ta te , divested of his 
spectrous shadow, which is the M i l l e r . . . , " and 
observes that " In mythological terms, [ the two] 
combine to make up Hercules, whom the ancient 
mythographers f a i l ed to recognize as a divided 
being." They "did not understand that the i r Her
cules was a composite being. Blake's myth exists 
not to confirm t rad i t i ona l i n tu i t i ons but to make 
new sense of them" (82). Well and good--but a 
l i t t l e more concern for source/ in ter text would not 
be amiss. In the underworld of the Odyssey we see 
Hercules, in the t rans la t ion of Pope that Blake was 
possibly reading wi th Hayley at the t ime, "A 
tow'r ing spectre of gigant ic mold, / A shadowy 
form" (11.742-43). One fascinat ing aspect of 
Hercules is that "high in heav'n's abodes / Him
se l f resides, a God among the Gods," whereas "here" 
ghosts surround "his shade" (743-44, 747). Pope 
observes in a note to the Dassage that i t o f fers 
" f u l l evidence of the p a r t i t i o n of the human composi
t ion in to three par ts : The body is buried in the 
ear th ; the image or ei6oXov descends in to the regions 
of the departed; and the sou l , or the divine part of 
man, is receiv 'd in to heaven." Needless to say th is 
conception of a divided or composite being suggests 
Milton as we l l . 

Again, Damrosch's emphasis on analogous context 
can d i s t rac t us from a more in terest ing t e x t u a l i t y . 
He relates tha t , according to Hans Jonas, in the 
"Gnostic philosophy of Valentinus, 'matter would 
appear to be a funct ion rather than a substance on 
i t s own, a state of the "a f fec t ion " of the absolute 
being, and the s o l i d i f i e d external expression of that 
s ta te . . . . This substance, then, psychical as well as 
mater ia l , is nothing else than a self-estranged and 
sunken form of the S p i r i t s o l i d i f i e d . . . ' " (168). 
Damrosch adds, "Every word of th is descr ipt ion can 
be applied to Blake, not because he 'was' a Gnostic 
but because the Gnostic form of Neoplatonism arr ived 
at s imi lar answers by an analogous route . " But 
perhaps Blake's is not an a rb i t ra ry dualism severing 
the s p i r i t u a l and the mater ia l , "def in ing one hal f 
of the dua l i t y out of existence." Perhaps i t 
represents, in pa r t , an attempt to incorporate 
contemporary " s c i e n t i f i c r e a l i t y . " As Blake would 
have read in the Prinoipia, "The vapors which ar ise 

from the sun . . . may meet at las t w i t h , and f a l l 
i n t o , the atmospheres of the planets by the i r g rav i t y , 
and there be condensed and turned in to water and 
humid s p i r i t s ; and from thence, by a slow heat, pass 
gradually in to the form of s a l t s , and sulphurs, and 
t inc tu res , and mud, and c lay , and sand, and stones, 
and co ra l , and other t e r r e s t r i a l substances. '"* 

The importance of science or " s c i e n t i f i c myth" 
as a con tex t / in te r tex t persists throughout Blake's 
work. "The f i n a l v is ion of the Zoas," notes 
Damrosch, "conversing in vis ionary forms dramatic, 
represents them as 'going forward i r res i s tab le from 
Eterni ty to E tern i ty ' [j 98.27] , a phrase which we 
have seen in Boehme and which probably derives from 
b i b l i c a l locutions l i ke 'from everlast ing to ever
l a s t i n g ' " (341). But again, th is is in part Blake's 
revision of Newton's " l i v i n g , i n t e l l i g e n t , and power
fu l Being" whose duration reaches "from e te rn i ty to 
e t e r n i t y . " 5 

"In his pos i t ive ve in , " wr i tes Damrosch, "Blake 
describes a r t as organized v is ion that transforms 
appearances." He c i tes the beaut i fu l passage in 
Milton, "'Thou seest the gorgeous clothd f l i e s that 
dance & sport in summer,'" and f inds that " the i r 
random swarming [becomes] an i n t r i c a t e dance." But, 
he would remind us, "the v is ion of the dancing f l i e s 
is Los's concei t , a work of imagination which is only 
a temporary transformation of the fa l l en wor ld . " The 
dance-message of bees is a world of de l ight closed 
to th is c r i t i c . 6 So too, fo r him, "The lark [ i n 
Milton"] is not s ign i f i can t in i t s e l f , as an actual 
b i r d , but as a symbol of prophetic i nsp i r a t i on , which 
is made clear a l i t t l e la te r in the image of a relay 
of larks as heavenly messengers. 'To Immortals, the 
Lark is a mighty Angel ' " (86). Are we not Immortals, 
fo r a lark? Remarkable symbol, to lead "the Choir 
of Day! t r i l l , t r i l l , t r i l l , t r i l l " [M 31.31). 

For me, the most d i f f i c u l t aspect of th is book 
concerns the author's conception of Blake's language. 
A p rac t i t i oner of "philosophical i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , " 
Damrosch approvingly c i tes Wittegenstein: ' " P h i l o 
sophy is a ba t t le against the bewitchment of our 
in te l l igence by means of language.' So is Blake's 
poetry , " he adds (358). To which I answer, f o r 
get t ing who said i t , "Poetry is too important to be 
l e f t to phi losophers!" The crucia l term here, even 
more d i f f i c u l t than Damrosch's "symbol," i s word. 
While recognizing that "Blake exh ib i ts an almost 
Joycean awareness of the manipulabi l i ty of words," 
Damrosch knows that "behind the words he sees a 
divine v is ion to which they po in t , and has l i t t l e 
in te res t in words for the i r own sake" (73). Words 
are opake bricks in ' " the stubborn s t ruc ture ' of the 
Language"--a quotation to which Damrosch cont inual ly 
returns. Language is one more of those "barr iers 
to v is ion" ( l i k e images, phenomena, symbols [42, 69, 
302]) , that we must learn to see through (73, 328): 
"how could the structure not be stubborn? Syntax is 
t y rann ica l , forc ing us to think along i t s l i n e s , and 
es/ery indiv idual word is haunted by associations 
that the user cannot escape" (326). Blake's 
l i b e r t i e s with syntax and normal association are for 
Damrosch only fur ther indicat ions of Blake's "deter
mination to make us break through language" (326). 
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Discussin g Adam Naming the Beasts, Damrosc h 
propose s tha t  "i n th e very ac t  o f  naming, i n 
choosin g huma n symbol s wit h whic h t o represen t 
experience ,  man ha s committe d himsel f  t o th e Fall " 
(90) .  Bu t  i s th e word ,  i n it s  practica l  an d 
conceptua l  reality ,  a  huma n symbol ? Damrosc h 
neglect s t o acknowledg e tha t  bot h Milton an d 
Jerusalem en d wit h onomastio "visions "  (" I  hear d i t 
namd, "  " I  hear d th e Name, "  M 42.15 ,  J 99.5) . 
Perceivin g tha t  ther e i s  somethin g particula r  abou t 
Blake' s relatio n t o th e word ,  Damrosc h admit s tha t 
"i n Eternit y .  .  .  word s becom e trul y creativ e a s 
i n th e symbolis m o f  th e firs t  chapte r  o f  John' s 
gospe l  .  .  .  rathe r  tha n a  stubbor n structure "  (327) . 
So,  "Whe n Albio n awaken s h e i s  hear d 'speakin g th e 
Words o f  Eternit y i n Human Forms,' "  an d thes e "Word s 
ar e no t  sign s bu t  livin g beings .  .  .  .  An d conversa 
tio n mus t  therefor e b e mor e tha n languag e a s w e 
kno w it ,  th e stubbor n structur e o f  Los "  (346) . 
Curiousl y enough ,  thes e livin g word s whic h Damrosc h 
woul d confin e t o Blake' s Eternit y hav e escape d t o 
hi s ow n tex t  twelv e page s on :  "Blake' s word s wil l 
not  sta y o n th e pag e a s object s o f  aestheti c con 
templation ;  the y invad e th e reader' s min d an d attemp t 
t o transfor m hi s world "  (358). 7 Thes e ar e indee d 
th e agent s o f  a  stubborn structur e (le t  u s consul t 
th e OED) :  "refusin g obedience ,  unyielding ,  untame -
able ,  difficul t  t o subdue." 8 Blake' s geniu s i s  tha t 
he recognize s thi s divine ,  transcendental ,  Orcia n 
energ y i n th e word .  Wher e Damrosc h see s hi s 
"slipper y an d ambiguou s symbol s pointin g t o a  mor e 
vivi d an d organize d realit y 'within,' "  on e migh t 
instea d se e definit e an d polysemou s word s pointin g 
t o th e vivi d an d organize d realit y withi n thei r 
structure :  a  visio n o f  telo s w e coul d cal l 
imagination/th e word/Jesus .  Why ,  afte r  all ,  doe s 
languag e exist ? Why d o w e yiel d u p th e questio n o f 
it s origins ? An d her e als o I  mus t  dissen t  fro m th e 
author' s vie w tha t  "Blake' s drea m o f  visionar y trut h 
i s fundamentall y incompatibl e wit h moder n theorie s 
of  intertextuality ,  indeterminacy ,  an d deconstructiv e 
license "  (355) .  Th e Boo k o f  Revelatio n i s  indee d 
" a ver y differen t  mode l  fro m th e speculation s o f 
Jacque s Derrida, "  bu t  suc h contemporar y exploration s 
sho w u s i n word s an d text s th e vorte x lon g foretold. 9 

Barthes '  "galax y o f  signifiers "  adjoin s Blake' s 
Eternity . 

Conside r  anothe r  example  o f  "Blakea n symbolism , 
whic h continuall y disturb s ou r  imagination s wit h it s 
aggressiv e strangeness .  Afte r  Sata n seize s th e 
harro w o f  Palamabro n an d reduce s hi s  servant s t o 
drunke n confusion ,  'Lo s too k of f  hi s lef t  sanda l 
placin g i t  o n hi s  head ,  /  Signa l  o f  solem n mourning. ' 
Thi s i s  a  symboli c actio n tha t  demand s a  gloss ,  no t 
a 'natura l  representation' "  (94) .  Damrosc h doe s no t 
offe r  tha t  glos s (thi s bein g a  metacommentary ,  on e 
supposes) ,  bu t  goe s o n t o ask ,  typically ,  "Woul d 
an exempla r  o f  th e poe t  i n Wordswort h pu t  a  sanda l 
on hi s  head? "  I  sugges t  tha t  thi s i s  no t  s o muc h a 
symboli c ac t  a s a  linguisti c one--a n ac t  whos e 
"symbolism "  i s it s  praxis ,  whic h i s  "mor e tha n 
languag e a s w e kno w it ,  th e stubbor n structur e o f 
Los. " 

We nee d firs t  t o remembe r  th e surroundin g text : 
th e servant s o f  th e mil l  rio t 

Wit h ecchoin g confusion ,  tho '  th e Su n wa s 
rise n o n high . 

Then Lo s too k of f  hi s  lef t  sanda l  placin g i t  o n 
hi s head , 

Signa l  o f  solem n mournin g 
(M 8.10-12 ) 

"Ecchoin g confusion "  her e indicate s th e manne r  i n 
whic h th e word s tha t  follo w ar e t o b e understood . 
Thus "Sun "  become s th e "sandal "  whic h i s i n tur n th e 
"signa l  o f  solem n mourning. "  Thi s i s  anothe r  versio n 
of  wha t  appear s i n Jerusalem a s "tha t  Signa l  o f  th e 
Mornin g whic h wa s tol d u s i n th e Beginning "  ( J 93 . 
26), 10 th e beginnin g i n whic h wa s th e livin g word , 
th e logon zoons (Aoyo v £wns )  o f  Golgonooza .  A s th e 
Sun wa s rise n "on high," s o Lo s place s th e sanda l 
"on his head. "  Th e sanda l  i s  th e signa l  whic h th e 
servant s behold ,  an d it s  risin g initiate s th e 
mourning ,  th e awarenes s o f  loss .  What  wil l  late r  b e 
th e sanda l  o f  th e vegetabl e world ,  th e vehicle ,  th e 
signifier ,  i s  her e see n a s th e intellectua l  sun-head , 
th e sig n itself .  Th e passag e disclose s a  mod e o f 
productivit y distinc t  fro m th e od d pictur e ("symbol" ) 
offere d b y th e narrative ;  indeed ,  th e descriptio n 
seems t o b e intentionall y "unfortunate "  (Stevenson' s 
annotation )  i n orde r  t o dra w attentio n t o th e proces s 
of  litera l  transformatio n a t  work .  Thu s i n thi s 
passag e su n become s risen ,  become s Lo s o r  so l 
anagrammatically ,  an d the n become s sanda Z become s 
signa l  become s soZ/emn--an d al l  endin g wit h mourning . 
The underlyin g theme ,  i n wor d an d lette r  (o' s  occu r 
her e a t  twic e Blake' s averag e rate ,  a s randoml y 
sampled) ,  i s  th e sun ;  thi s shoul d no t  surpris e 
Damrosch ,  wh o offer s a  sectio n o n "Symboli c Knowing : 
The Exampl e o f  th e Sun. "  Thi s them e may b e calle d 
th e "hypogram, "  th e ter m introduce d b y Saussur e i n 
hi s strang e investigatio n o f  Lati n vers e t o charac 
teriz e "th e inducin g word" :  th e wor d o r  smal l  grou p 
of  word s whic h h e suppose d "led ,  b y wa y o f  phoneti c 
paraphrase ,  t o th e elaboratio n o f  th e poem " 
(Starobinski) .  Saussur e hope d t o discove r  a  la w o f 
poeti c composition ,  an d whil e suc h a  conceptio n i s 
incredible ,  i t  doe s see m tha t  i n th e passag e a t 
hand th e Poeti c Geniu s (no t  t o b e identifie d wit h 
th e consciou s poet )  write s fro m a  pre-tex t  concernin g 
th e sun .  Th e effec t  o f  suc h litera l  pla y parallel s 
tha t  whic h Mauree n Qu i  11iga n posit s fo r  wordpla y i n 
allegory :  i t  make s th e reade r  "self-consciou s o f 
readin g b y indicatin g th e primar y importanc e o f  th e 
verba l  surfac e rathe r  tha n th e imagine d action. " 
Such expande d consideration s mak e th e reade r  mor e 
consciou s o f  th e variou s path s t o th e productio n o f 
meaning :  th e simpl e bu t  seriou s realizatio n tha t 
ther e i s  mor e a t  wor k tha n meet s th e everyda y sleep y 
eye (o r  ear )  i s  enough :  th e glimmerin g indicatio n 
tha t  ther e ar e world s o f  deligh t  close d b y ou r 
common sense ,  ou r  expectation ,  ou r  symboli c pro 
jections, 11 awaken s anothe r  sens e fo r  tha t  delight , 
th e sens e tha t  "Reaso n o r  th e rati o o f  al l  w e hav e 
alread y know n i s no t  th e sam e tha t  i t  shal l  b e whe n 
we kno w more "  (NNRb): a  sens e o f  process ,  o f  ou r 
passin g presenc e i n th e exfoliatio n o f  th e word . 
S-u- n perhap s serve s i n suc h a  generatin g positio n 
i n th e passag e since—t o us e a  Swedenborgia n inter -
text--th e Lor d i s th e Word ,  whic h i s th e spiritua l 
sun ,  whic h i s th e onl y rea l  existenc e an d th e 
conjunctio n betwee n man an d itself :  th e Poeti c 
Geniu s center s o n th e wor d "sun "  a s anothe r  nam e fo r 
th e wor d an d fo r  itself . 

Damrosc h "mus t  rejec t  Frye' s suggestio n tha t 
th e ke y t o Blake' s though t  i s  th e synonymit y o f 
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' form' and ' image. ' " Projecting unbindable dua l i ty 
everywhere, he explains, "On the contrary, form 
belongs to the eternal realm and image to the 
sensory"; and from th is "We see how profoundly Blake 
needed a re l ig ious assurance of union with the one 
central Form" (44). But Frye's "synonymity" is 
precisely the energy or space embodied in the word, 
which jo ins form and image and is discontinuous with 
the world. At the beginning of The Four Zoas Blake 
d i rects us to John 1:14, quoting the las t part in 
Greek: "And the Word was made f l esh , and dwelt 
among us. " And the reason, according to the other 
reference to John, is "That they a l l may be 
one. . . . " A lb ion, i f one w i l l . I t is language, 
the medium of communication and communion, in which 
we are one; i t i s the word which is the true subject. 
As Los " b u i l t " the stubborn s t ruc ture , so "the words 
of man to man. . . . bu i ld the Universe stupendous: 
Mental forms Creating" (#30.18-20, my i t a l i c s ) . 
Where Damrosch sees us "confined to a world in which 
the word is woven into the garment of the Shadowy 
Female" (328), we can change the metaphysics and 
see the word weaving t e x t u a l i t y , hear "the voice of 
the s h u t t l e . " 1 2 The r ich ambiguity Damrosch is wont 
to f i nd in Blake appears reveal ingly in his own 
comment on a quotation from Eliade: '"The myth is 
supposed to happen . . . in a non-temporal t ime, in 
an instant without durat ion, as cer ta in mystics and 
philosophers conceived of e t e rn i t y . 1 In a word, 
as Blake conceived of i t " (353). 

This book, l i k e a l l of i t s sor t but more than 
some, is an exercise in academic power. I t does 
not wear i t s learning l i g h t l y - - a footnote to Pascal 
detains us with the information that "Pascal's term 
jetee is s t r i k i n g l y ant ic ipatory of Heidegger's 
geworfen" (233); a note on The Recluse t e l l s that 
"Both the thought and the meditative music—f i l led 
with ant ic ipatory echoes of Stevens' Sunday Morning--
are rad ica l l y un-Blakean" (87). We are to ld with 
astonishment that "the Blakean phrase ' p r o l i f i c 
energy' appears—of a l l p laces!—in Burke's 
Reflections on the Revolution in France" (148), when 
there i s no such phrase in Blake; the Merkabah is 
introduced without any explanation for the unlearned 
(240); "an e lec t r i ca l c i r c u i t plugged in to i t s e l f " 
appears as the impossible image of "an internal 
economy of perpetual s t a b i l i t y " (239); we learn that 
"the problem of the divine is ubiqui tous," but also 
that "Cruelty i s ubiquitous" (244, 252). We hear 
too often that " I t has been said . . . , " "In other 
words . . . , " " I t i s easy to see . . . , " "No 
doubt . . . " (e .g . 96, 97, 103, 252), and a lso, 
usually wi th a negative tone, what "Blakeans" th ink . 
"A true acceptance of opposites demands a skeptical 
temperament and a commitment to things as they are" 
(242), says the same author who warns against dangers 
in "The zeal to domesticate [Blake] for English 
L i te ra tu re" (308). We see Damrosch's zeal for 
things as they are in his "denia l " of opposing 
f l i g h t s of fancy (see 105, 239). 

Symbol and Truth in Blake's Myth i s , then, a 
forcefu l and at times seductive attempt to inscr ibe 
Blake with the t rad i t i ona l issues of subject-
oriented philosophy. I would rather wish, " loving 

the greatest men best , " our continual e f f o r t to 
subject ourselves to Blake. For myself, I deny 
that "In learning Blake's grammar we learn how to 
use his vocabulary; when we f a i l , i t is e i ther 
because we have not understood imaginatively enough 
or because he has not shown us what he means" (81). 
We f a i l because we do not pay due at tent ion to the 
"L i t t e ra l Expression": "Mark well my words . . . " 

1 In the most recent of the preceding books, The Uses of Johnson's 
Criticism (1976), Damrosch s t i l l held to the v is ion of "Blake, 
the champion of minute p a r t i c u l a r s . " 

2 To assert the r e a l i t y of v i s i o n , Damrosch c i tes several 
mescaline experiences (none his own) and concludes, " I have 
thought th i s documentation important—and i t could be mu l t i p l i ed 
many times over—because i t should compel [ ! ] a recogni t ion that 
Blake's v is ions were actual experiences, not merely poet ic 
metaphors" (49). 

3 Or decides can ' t be decided: "the v is ionary episodes . . . are 
the u l t imate context of his myth" (44) . 

h Florian Cajori, ed. Sir Isaac Newton's Mathematical Principles 
of Natural Philosophy and His System of the World, t rans. Andrew 
Motte [1729] (Berkeley: University of*California Press, 1934), 
p. 542; see also Blake 12.2, p. 84. 

5 C a j o r i , p. 545; th i s is from the "General Scholium," essential 
reading fo r any student o f Blake; note that Newton's God "con
s t i t u t e s durat ion and space," whi le the Zoas are "Creating Space, 
Creating Time" (J 98.13). 

6 Cf. "With what sense does the bee form ce l l s? " [WA 3 .4 ) ; on 
"bee" as one usual s i g n i f i e d of " f l y , " see 0ED. This example is 
generated re t rospec t i ve l y , but then, "What is now proved was once, 
only imag in 'd . " 

7 Perhaps he d i d n ' t mean t h i s , or perhaps i t ' s j u s t one of those 
Blakean incoherences, fo r we read a few pages l a t e r that " I t is 
c r u c i a l l y s i gn i f i c an t that the words are engraved . . . so that 
instead of al lowing them to pass in to our minds as i f they spoke 
themselves ins ide our heads, we are forced—or would be i f we 
used Blake's o r i g i na l tex ts—to see them as objects put there by 
a human a r t i s t " (363). 

8 Damrosch seemingly prefers the judgment of Johnson's iHctionary 
that " In a l l i t s uses i t commonly implies something of bad 
q u a l i t y . " Considering the descr ip t ion in the preceding verse, 
"Engl ish, the rough basement," "stubborn" may be point ing toward 
a s t y l i s t i c descr ip t ion of the mother tongue as "Harsh; rough; 
rugged" (Johnson). Yet the terms "basement" and "s t ruc tu re"— 
appearing only here in Blake's poet ry—cer ta in ly suggest something 
l i k e Heidegger's v is ion that "Language is the house o f Being. 
Man dwells in t h i s house. Those who think [die Denkenden] and 
those who create poetry [die Dichtenden\ are the custodians of the 
dwe l l i ng . " 

9 Cf. the description of Beatrice Addressing Dante from the Car: 
"a deadening book of memory or law . . . emerges in smoke from 
the vortex" (186). 

10 This points to the important Blakean homonym morning/mourning 
which I w i l l not discuss except to observe that i t helps to 
explain the cont rad ic t ion in seeing that "every morning is a 
completed des i re" even though "the recurrence of sp r ing , even in 
the gladness of i t s songs, is a symptom of the cyc l i ca l pr ison of 
the f a l l en wor ld" (53, 86). 

11 '"The Eye a l t e r i n g a l te rs a l l ' occurs 1n a poem that describes 
the imprisoning cycle of the f a l l e n w o r l d , " says Damrosch (27 ) - -
but i t doesn't so much describe as inscribe: do we naively 
bel ieve that " a l l i s done as J have to ld"? 

12 "Los answerd sw i f t as the shu t t le of go ld" («.' 92.13). 
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