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ciple. The second reason is more fundamental. Like many
other Blake studies before it, this book rests on the tacit
assumption that the only way of finding coherence and
unity in Blake is to find it in a ruling didactic intent;
hence the emphasis on “errors” and thematic paraphrase.
Blake himself offers the definitive word on this approach:
“It is the same with the Moral of a whole Poem as with
the Moral Goodness of its parts Unity and Morality, are
secondary considerations and belong to Philosophy & not
to Poetry, Exception and not to Rule, to Accident and not
to Substance, the Ancients called it eating of the tree of
good and evil (“On Homer's Poetry,” E 269-70). Doskow
is but one of many people who are attracted to Blake
primarily as a master of moral certainty and who, as
critics, tend to neglect other dimensions of his genius
as a poet-artist. Thus Doskow shows no interest in the
texture of Jerusalem's verse, the surface movement of its
narrative, the organization of its episodes, the technique
and placement of the designs. She does not consider the
poem’s bibliographical cruxes, its generic antecedents,
or its literary-historical context, nor does she show any
awareness that a study of these topics would yield a more
capacious view of “structure and meaning” than the pur-
suit of didactic unity can afford.

This book, then, in its emphasis on moral unity is
profoundly un-Blakean. Yet it would be improper to lay
the entire onus for its limitations on its author, whose in-
vestment of labor and dedication, evident throughout,
commands a certain admiration. Doskow has the sanction
of a long tradition of Blakean interpretation in which cer-
tain abstract terms, most often not the poet’s, are reified
and then imposed on his creations to direct (or misdirect)
our understanding of them. She also works within a con-
text of academic institutional imperatives which stress
finding a clearly demarcated topic and riding it as hard as
one can—and, usually, as fast as one can. There are, in
fact, certain earmarks of haste in the book. Such a cir-
cumstance might account for the frequent patches of
clumsy writing, for the uncaught typos, and for a scatter-
ing of —the word is unavoidable —errors. Some are pro-
bably mistranscriptions such as the citation of pl. 15
where 14 is meant (p. 54) or the substitution of pl. 39 for
37 (p. 48, 3rd paragraph); others are factual. For the
record, Reuben is the son of Jacob, not of Isaac (p. 76);
the four unfallen cathedral cities are London, Verulam,
York, and Edinburgh, not Canterbury, Verulam, and
the other two (p. 83); the dome of St. Paul's is not Byzantine
(p. 99) but Baroque or late Renaissance; the title of the
address that precedes the first chapter of the poem is “To
the Public,” not “To the General Public" (pp. 21, 29).

But enough of errors, or too much. Despite its
limitations and blemishes, this is a book that most
students of Blake will want to have. One of its real con-
tributions is a reading of nearly every design in Jerusalem.
Informed readers of Blake may find Doskow's generaliz-

ing paraphrases of the text dispensable, since they do lit-
tle that readers cannot do for themselves, but turning
mute designs into meaning is another matter, deman-
ding an attention to graphic detail and coloring. Here it
is often painstakingly supplied. Many of her readings are
of course disputable and one should always be wary of her
special biases, but the interpretations as a whole offer an
alternative to Erdman, her only rival in this area.
Although nothing can supersede the special pleasures of
The llluminated Blake, it is sometimes good to have a
second opinion. But the real treasure of this book is its
reproduction of the entire Rinder facsimile (Copy C) of
Jerusalem. Here between compact covers, not overly
reduced and interrupted by commentary as in The I/-
luminated Blake, not unwieldy and costly as in
Bindman's Complete Graphic Works, is a convenient
clear reproduction of Jerusalem, an ideal reading text.
Minna Doskow has performed a genuine service to
students of Blake in making this text available as part of
her work.

DISCUSSION

with intellectual spears & long winged arrows of thought

Blake/Hegel/Derrida: A response to Nel-
son Hilton’s review of Blake, Hegel and
Dialectic

By David Punter

I found Nelson Hilton's review of my Blake, Hegel and
Dialectic quite a surprise,! chiefly because it lifted the
theoretical level of the discourse well beyond the book’s
own plane. Hilton did this, of course, by establishing and
concentrating on a significant absence (one of many): the
absence of Derrida. And in adopting this procedure, he
therefore carried out precisely a Derridean maneuver: by
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focusing on my relatively unconceptualized term “writing”
and unpacking the evasions and condensations which
striated it. It should be said that with most of Hilton’s criti-
cisms I have no quarrel, except for some specific points
taken up below. But in the main, it seems to me less help-
ful to respond through a new detour through the book
than by trying to take the argument on through the new
context Hilton suggests. But for this, I must begin from
the review.

The early allusion to “predictable references to
Herbert Marcuse and N.O. Brown” does indeed point to
the historical moment of Blake, Hegel and Dialectic, and
clearly this is sharply counterposed to the moment referred
to a little later under the sign of the “disappearance of
man.” | take it that this latter reference is to the “modern
Copernican revolution”; to the supposition that the
revelations of, roughly, Althusser, Lacan and Derrida have
in effect produced a situation where, at least (and perhaps
only) at the level of theory, the fictions of subjective cen-
trality and original coherence have been dispelled. I shall
take up the question of the “ghost of teleology” later; but
it does seem to me that even here, in the heartland of
deconstruction, the spectre is difficult to banish, even if it
has to appear in the form of a poststructuralist paradise
where material forms have dissolved away, leaving only the
shadows of intricate relational structures presiding over a
blank landscape.

In fact, Hilton conjures the “spectre of a theology, a
teleology” as an implicit criticism of my attempt to disting-
uish between, approximately, cyclical apprehensions of
historical process and historiographies which involve some
concept of “progression.” I think that the major question
this raises, however, is precisely one suggested by Derrida
among others: namely, who is the writer of the text Blake,
Hegel and Dialectic. | have no wish to descend into the coy
dialectical gameplaying evident in so much deconstruc-
tionist criticism (notably, 1 would say, even in Spivak’s
authoritative introduction to Of Grammatology®); none-
theless, there is a question of historical imagining involved,
and 1 think the real problem Hilton points to, through-
out my book, is one of historical distance and immersion
in the object. In other words, the dlstmct}on I try to
draw, which does indeed imply a teleology, is, or so I am
claiming, intrinsic to the writing about (within) which I
am writing, intrinsic, that is, to the fragments of the
social text which we refer to as the works of Blake a:nd
Hegel; the danger of adopting a fo_rm of dcconstru:;uon
which would dissolve away that particular shape of histor-
ical embeddedness is that at the same time it dissolves
history, leaving the texts bare, naked qf the baroque ex-
crescences which are the signifiers of history.

Thus also Hilton goes to some lengths to suggest
that my view of Hegel is eccentric, and his evidence
comes from modern studies which see Hegel as an “Ab-
solute Idealist.” He cites, for instance, Sarlemijn: “Be-
cause of its theory of sublation of everything finite,

Hegel's philosophy is an #bsolute idealism. Every mo-
ment of the whole is denied separateness, independence,
reality and finitude.” I fully admit my text's ignorance of
Sarlemijn’s work, but that does not prevent me from feel-
ing that this comment, at least, is precisely the kind of
idealist recuperation of Hegel which Hilton elsewhere at-
tributes to me. Consider, for instance, Hegel: *. . . each
moment possesses its own specific nature as something
unchallengeably valid and as a firm reality vis-a-vis the
other. . . . The soul of this fixed being, however, is the
immediate transition into its opposite. . . ."5 The dis-
cursive relation Hegel/Sarlemijn here appears to me to be
neither interpretative nor deconstructionist, but dia-
logical: to Hegel's writing, another writing is counter-
posed which enacts a stance — “you (Hegel) cannot feasibly
have meant what you have written, because it is con-
tradictory; therefore you must rea//y have meant this.”

The important question which arises is therefore
about the nature of the recuperation; and by “nature,” |
mean the force within the political unconscious which
produces this linguistic shape. What is the will which
secks to reduce Hegel to an “Absolute Idealist”? It is, 1
would suggest, the will which seeks a renunciation of the
concrete, and as such it is manifested also in Hilton’s own
writing (such a will, I take it, could also be connected to
Thanatos, and it is at that point that the banishment of
Marcuse and Brown by the power-effect of Hilton’s own
text again becomes important):

Hegel's choice of “Aufhebung” as the characterization of dialectic
makes the point precisely: the synthesis or product or dynamic he
wishes to name — the identity of apparently opposite effects —can hap-
pen only in language/writing; moreover, it can happen only thus
because language/writing is ineluctably constituted (“always already")
through the play of differences or, to stretch the point, contraries.

That “because” is the crucial word; it does not actually
guarantee a syntactically necessary relationship, for which
Hilton would have to demonstrate that there is no other
structure or effect which is “ineluctably constituted . . .
through the play of differences.” In Derrida’s surprisingly
unitary world, this would be difficult to do, since it
would necessarily involve a move into the extratextual and
this cannot be sanctioned by the canons of grammatology.

The banishing of the real is, of course, an activity
which needs to be surrounded by ritual and ceremony,
because it is precisely the field of magic (and I have, in
my book, commented on the importance within the his-
tory of ideas of Giordano Bruno’s attempt to work on the
fractured interface between magical and practical labor®);
and it is this ritual and ceremony which we are made to
experience in Derrida's dazzling unpacking of the sign
(the box of tricks). Yet magic has other implications, too:
historically it has served as savior of a weakening hold on
power, and I cannot help suspecting that this is what is
happening within the magical process of deconstruction.?
Hilton, for instance, suggests that “if one wishes to argue
that after the ‘real change,’ 'social progress,’ revolution or
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