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Reviewed by Stephen Cox

“ FThe sublime” is one of the least
promising objects of contem-
porary study. Asa cultural and intellec-
tual fashion of the eighteenth century,
it deserves a work of history analyzing
its origin and fate; and that work has
been written, repeatedly. As a set of
artistic devices designed to create cer-
rain effects on its audience, it also
deserves study; but so apparently un-
challenging are those devices that
when one begins to analyze their use
in literature of any importance, interest
easily drifts from them to the cultural
attitudes they expressed and helped to
shape, and attention leaves the sub-
lime as such. One’s impulse is to study
the pearl and discard the oyster, espe-
cially if twenty treatises on oysters can
already be found in the college library.
But if there were a book that actually
attended both to the pearl and to the
oyster, while posing provocative ques-
tions about the oceans in which such
objects lurk, that book would be worth
reading. Vincent De Luca has written
this kind of subject-redeeming book
about Blake's poetic uses of the sub-
lime and about the peculiar seas of
thought to which the Blakean sublime
is adapted. One doesn't have to agree
with everything De Luca says—and |
don't—in order to recognize that his
book addresses some of the most im-
portant matters with which Blake
studies can be concerned.

But why should anyone make an
issue of Blake's connection with the
sublime? It's a question that's bound to
come up, and De Luca faces it imme-
diately. The fact that Blake used the
word “sublime” a good number of
times doesn't mean that he shared his
contemporaries’ respect for the theory
and practice of the sublime effect.
Blake disliked the worship of nature
that his contemporaries routinely as-
sociated with sublimity, he disliked
Edmund Burke's treatise on the sub-
lime and beautiful,' he never explicitly
elaborated any theory of his own
about the subject, and he used the
phrase “sublime poetry” only once.
But as De Luca argues, the passage in
which Blake did so is well worth ex-
amining as a possible indication of the
kind of sublimity that he could work
with. Here Blake says that “Allegory
addressd to the Intellectual powers
while it is altogether hidden from the
Corporeal Understanding” is his
“Definition of the Most Sublime
Poetry.™

To De Luca, this suggests that Blake
understood and could use the process
or structure of the sublime that was
fundamental to his contemporaries’
enjoyments. Blake saw the sublime as
a hiding and a revealing, a blocking of
one kind of mental activity so that
another can be released. Brought into
the presence of a sublime object—an
ocean, a tempest, a landscape of ruins
bordering an abyss of time—the ordi-
nary or “Corporeal” understanding is
daunted, but a greater power, suscep-
tible of deeper wonderment, is
awakened. Blake's contemporaries
usually thought of that power as a
function of “sensibility.” To Blake, it is
an “Intellectual” power. In either case,
however, sublimity involves a
progress from frustration to liberation,
“deprivation” to “plenitude” (26).

That's De Luca's hypothesis, and it's
not something that he deduces merely
from the passage just quoted; he treats
that passage as a convenient summary
of concepts implicit throughout
Blake's major works, instinct as they
are with opportunities both for the

frustration of commonplace means of
knowing and for the liberation of “in-
tellectual” means. But De Luca distin-
guishes between two different modes
of the sublime as it was practiced by
Blake.

De Luca calls the first mode the “bard-
ic.” It is Blake's more commonplace
means of transcending the common-
place. When Blake writes in this mode,
he offers the imagery of wonder and
alienation that English antiquarians
and Scotch reviewers had approved
for the use of aspiring modermn bards:
“fallen kings turning to stone, Thor-
like heroes at the forge contending
with batlike apparitions, continents
rolling apart, dire Druidical circles and
human sacrifice” (134). Bardic sub-
limity appears in poetry’s content, in
what poetry signifies (101).

The second mode of the sublime
appears in poetry’'s form, in how
poetry signifies—or refuses to signify.
This is a sublimity at home with the
faintly representational or the non-
representational, a sublimity of the
naked signifier. De Luca calls it the
“iconic” sublime. This kind of sub-
limity can be seen in the ranks of close-
set words that confront us on many
plates of Blake’s prophecies, words
not easy to pry apart, words with
meanings not easy to pry apart from
them., The “iconic” sublime can also be
seen in the prophecies’ many “highly
organized codes, not obviously mean-
ingful in themselves™ arrays of zoas,
city gates, eyes of God, ages of
humanity, cathedral cities, sons and
daughters of Albion, all resembling
“the signifiers of an unfamiliar lan-
guage” (201). Blake’s “iconic” mode
confronts our Corporeal Under-
standing with a text that is “a kind of
wall, against which it presses itself,
groping along, trying in vain to peer
through chinks in the hard, opaque
surface” (32).

We have all groped along such
Blakean walls, clinging to their sur-
faces like lizards ignorantly traversing
words inscribed on fallen monuments.
De Luca describes some of the diffi-
culties of Blake's text as “rhetorical
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equivalent(s]” of the menacingly sub-
lime topographies with which other
eighteenth-century authors plotted to
daunt and inspire their audience (59).
The difference is that Blake is not lead-
ing his readers into the verbal wilder-
ness in order to surprise them, at last,
with a sense of the mind's oneness
with the sublime powers of time or
nature. He intends to surprise them,
instead, with a conviction of the
mind’s own powers, including and
especially its sublime power of sig-
nification, the definitively human and
“Intellectual” power. Blake's iconic
mode presents the mind with a world
in which humanly invented signifiers
try to free themselves from every
natural thing and exist for themselves
in autonomous splendor.

As De Luca puts it, the signs in
Blake’s poetry “share some of the ar-
bitrary patternings found in linguistic
signifiers without participating in the
attachment of such signifiers to known
signifieds” (205). Thus the aroma of
eighteenth-century theory fades, over-
whelmed by that of postmodern
theory. We are used to the Blake who
eerily anticipated the best thoughts of
Freud, Marx, and Jung. Does De Luca
mean that Blake anticipated post-
modern speculations about signs that
point only to signs, about “writing”
that refers, in an infinite regress, only
to some more abstract “writing"?

De Luca’s vocabulary indicates that
the spectre of a postmodern Blake is
present to his mind, and not entirely
unwelcome. But De Luca is too con-
scientious a thinker to mistake
resemblance, real or imagined, for
identity. He finds in Blake no wry
postmodern scepticism about our
ability to know reality. He finds, in-
stead, an emphasis on the deep and
perhaps the ancient truth of things. De
Luca evokes not just the theory but the
look and feel of Blake's poetry, a look
and feel that are far from Derridean. In
this poetry, he says,

a vision out of the Burkean sensibility, a
world of metamorphosis, swathed in the

mists of the North, of measureless times
and spaces, indistinct forms, loss, and
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obscurity surrounds and adjoins another
vision—one that brings to mind sacred
sculptures standing in the solar clarity of
the ancient East, a vision determinate and
singular, measured and finite, a
miraculous (or astonishing) compression
of all contingent forms into one intellectual
identity-—the living Word of Eternity. (102)

This description, like many others in
De Luca's book, carries conviction be-
cause it reacquaints us with much that
we already knew about Blake's bardic
and iconic modes. And it reacquaints
us with something we already knew
about Blake's relationship to the
postmodern: the purpose of Blake's
iconic sublime, the sublime of free-
standing verbal “sculptures,” is not
mere postmodern play.

But if that's what it's not, what /s it?
De Luca maintains that Blake's “lan-
guage . . . is an attempt o recreate a
discourse that once flourished in our
now dimly recollected time of origin,
when reality and sign formed a single
being” (204-05). Signification un-
checked by anything external would,
presumably, be totally free. Under
these conditions, De Luca suggests,
reality would be “entirely a matter of
signs in free but harmonious interplay”
(201). Take it one step further: if signs
could be liberated from the external
realities to which they are ordinarily
thought to be attached, then the users
of these signs might also be liberated

from externals and freed for pure self-
enjoyment in their self-definitive exer-
cise of signification. If this is Blake’s
final vision of the text, it broods not
upon a Derridean “abyss of receding
origins” but upon “the place of true
beginnings, where . . . we are most our-
selves.” If Blake is leading us any-
where, it is to a “homecoming” to “what
each one of us knows best and loved
first, our own delight in our special
inner being” (222).

De Luca has asked himself what
Blake is doing with the sublime, and
that question has led him to the ques-
tion of what Blake is doing it for—the
question of Blake’s basic values. De
Luca’s answer is not what one might
expect to hear these days. Blake's
values, as De Luca represents them,
are fully compatible with the in-
dividualist humanism that contem-
porary criticism so often denies or
regrets in romantic art. De Luca’s evi-
dent pleasure in Blake’s cultivation of
the self's delight in its special being
implicitly challenges the currently
fashionable unbelief in the value of the
individual self and the existence of a
final reality that any individual self
could come home to. It is refreshing to
encounter a work of criticism that does
not devote itself to a predictable ex-
posure of the supposedly social and
contingent nature of truth and the
banality of the modern and Western
concern with individual selves.

Gently dissenting from post-
Foucauldian orthodoxies, De Luca in-
dicates that he prefers to believe that
“the integrity of the self” is not “merely
a construct of baleful power struc-
tures,” and he admires Blake for
“hoping otherwise,” too (231). Hopes
and beliefs aside, it is clear that De
Luca’s notion of a Blake concerned
with “our own delight in our special
inner being” can explain a lot more of
Blake’s text than could the rival idea of
a Blake who viewed individualist
values as figments of false conscious-
ness, mystifications of a hegemonic
social system. If Visions of the Daugh-
ters of Albion (to cite one instance) is
not abouta woman who rightly asserts
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