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The Book of Ahania: A Metatext

By Harsuko Niumi

he three books etched by Blake in 1794-95, namely The
Book of Urizen, The Book of Ahania and The Book of Los
have been considered by many critics to be a sequence of
parodies or satires on the Pentateuch; David W. Lindsay,
Leslie Tannenbaum and Stephen C. Behrendt maintain that
they constitute Blake’s Bible of Hell, intended to revise and
challenge the received Bible of Heaven, while Harold Bloom
believes they belong in the framework of the Orc myths.
Tannenbaum, examining them in the context of the Bible
and its traditions, regards Urizen and Los as dealing with
the events in the book of Genesis and Ahania as related to
the book of Exodus. Finally, David Worrall, in his edition of
the three books, which appeared in 1995 and is the most
recent, groups them together and refers to them as the Urizen
Books; he considers the trilogy to be “an expression of Blake’s
scepticism about his age’s politicization of scriptural author-
ity” (153). This corresponds to Jon Mee's claim that “Blake
is constantly seeking to break down the notion of scripture
as monolithic authority” (14); his primary assumption is
that Blake’s “rhetorical practices” (2) in the 1790s can be
construed better and differently, if put in the context of the
controversy over the French Revolution. Worrall examines
the extent to which Blake was affected by the political and
religious debates in progress in London during this decade:
disputes which intensified and grew more dangerous for
those suspected of sedition, when England declared war
against France in 1793, and Thomas Paine’s The Age of Rea-
son was published in 1794-95. Worrall defines the Urizen
Books, written in the years of “Pitt’s Terror” (12), as Blake’s
“most politically interventionist works” (19) and gives par-
ticular attention to his Muggletonian sympathies and his
connection with one of his contemporaries, the radical anti-
clericalist, Thomas Spence.' It may, then, be an invitation to
disagreement to single out one of these books as a work with
its own peculiar merit and significance. But to read The Book
of Ahania closely encourages us, I believe, to see it as unique
in its ability to shed light on Blake’s ideas concerning writ-
ing or literacy, as opposed to speaking or orality, and conse-
quently on his view of the text, or the book, in general.
One of the distinctive features of this work, in contrast
with Urizen and Los, is the role alloted to the female charac-
ter. In Urizen, Enitharmon is presented by means of descrip-

| Worrall's assertion that the Books were written "against a back-
ground of an authoritative and repressive culture” (15) is cogently il-
Justrated in his discussion of Ahania, which he situates in the contem-
porary print culture of political caricature (157-59), and in his analy-
sis of its endpiece design (162-63).
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tion as a figure giving birth to Orc, and weeping over her
son chained to a rock, but at no point does she speak for
herself. Similarly, Los consists entirely of the recollections of
its narrator, Eno, apart from the six lines which introduce
her, but Eno does not tell her own story. Yet Ahania, whose
plight is described in the opening chapter of the book named
after her, begins to speak for herself in the fifth and last chap-
ter: her lamentation for the prelapsarian state of her union
with Urizen occupies almost the whole of this chapter, and
is therefore given great prominence. This fact, together with
the content of her speech, suggests that the events connected
with Urizen and Fuzon, which are related in the first four
chapters, are, like her own situation, capable of being inter-
preted in a new way: in the context of linguistic activity, with
its various moral, historical and ideological connotations.

Jon Mee, who considers the three books to be “Blake’s cri-
tique of the Bible” (162), refers, in his discussion of Urizen,
to Blake’s making use of “an antithesis between written and
oral forms” (103), and characterizes the former as oppres-
sive and the latter as liberated. His argument includes a con-
sideration of the status of Blake’s own writing in his chosen
medium of illuminated printing. Although Mee is only con-
cerned with the opposition between the druid-priest Urizen
and bard-prophets like Orc and Los, I think this sort of op-
position exists also in Ahania, in the contrast between Urizen
who “wrote / In silence his book of iron” (pl. 4:63-64)° and
Ahania, “his parted soul” (pl. 3:32), and in the relationship
between Urizen and Fuzon, whose corpse “Urizen nail'd”
on the topmost stem of “the accursed Tree of Mystery” (pl.
5:6-8). Urizen is depicted as the murderer of his rebellious
son and a producer of written books, but he remains silent
throughout the book, except for four lines addressed to his
bow. Fuzon, a character who resembles Orc, denounces
Urizen in four lines which occur early in chapter 1, just be-
fore he attempts to assassinate him: in chapter 2 he utters
one line of exultation when he thinks he has succeeded: oth-
erwise he also remains silent. In striking contrast, Ahania
shows herself capable of prolonged eloquence in the con-
cluding chapter, as she speaks of her love for Urizen and her
vision of the past, her fervor unaffected by her sense of the
futility of her appeal.

The purpose of this paper is to interpret Ahania as a
metatext, concerned with conflicting and antagonistic lin-
guistic realities, represented by the activities of these three
characters. First, Ahania’s speech will be discussed, with ref-
erence to Saussure’s distinction between parole and langue
and Walter J. Ong's analysis of orality and literacy. My argu-
ment is that Ahania is an instance of parole, which is “active

* All quotations from The Book of Ahania are from The Urizen Books
edited by David Worrall (London: The William Blake Trust/The Tate
Gallery, 1995). Subsequent references to the text will be designated by
the plate number, followed by the lines in parentheses, as in (PL 3: 1-
5)
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and individual” (Saussure 70a), or a “winged word,” a
Homeric phrase, familiar to many of Blake’s contemporar-
ies through Horne Tooke’s book," and signifying “evanes-
cence, power, and freedom” (Ong 77). In addition, 1 hope
by discussing her speech, to connect it with her markedly
feminine “ethics of care” (Mellor 3).

Conversely, Urizen, it seems to me, represents an aspect
of langue, which is “passive and resident in the collectivity”
(Saussure 70a), and he also possesses, I believe, the charac-
teristics of writing, which is“a particularly pre-emptive and
imperialistic activity” (Ong 12). 1 shall attempt to show that
Urizen’s casting out of Ahania, who represents his “pathos,”
that is, his ability to feel pity or sadness, and his murder of
Fuzon, who is his eros, demonstrate his conception of jus-
tice, which consists of enforcing repressive and self-righteous
laws and of the writing of books, which in their inflexibility
are incapable of response to the dynamic procedures of lan-
guage formation.

Finally, I would like to discuss the unmistakable affinities
between Ahania’s lucid eloquence and Blake’s creation of
illuminated hand-printed texts, and the close resemblance
between Urizen’s writing of “his book of iron” and the stan-
dardized printing of texts which have been established with
finality. Blake’s production of his etched texts, analogous to
the production of manuscripts, is much more akin to spo-
ken language than the reproduction by a printing press of
written language. Moreover, in The Book of Ahania there
are two designs which depict Ahania; they help to justify my
belief that Blake’s conception of the text/book can be de-
duced from an analysis of the various contrasts between
Urizen and Ahania. Blake’s books will never be definitive
and the same to all readers; they will remain flexible and
fluid, seeking a dialogue with readers every time they are
produced, with successive copies always differing in some
respect.

) The phrase, in Greek, constituted the first two words of the title
Horne Tooke gave to his two-volume study of language and grammar,
Epea Pteroenta: Or, the Diversions of Purley (1786-1805). Tooke (1736-
1812) was known primarily as a radical politician, but achieved tem-
porary fame as an etymologist as a result of this book until genuine
philological knowledge began to reach England from the continent in
the nineteenth century.

Robert N. Essick, in William Blake and the Language of Adam (Ox-
ford: Clarendon P, 1989), discusses Tooke’s work on language in rela-
tion to Blake as well as to Locke in the linguistic context of the late
eighteenth and the early nineteenth century (57-66). He also gives an
explication of The Book of Urizen as Blake’s criticism of contemporary
linguistic theories (140-59). Although Tooke’s book was published by
Joseph Johnson, there is no surviving evidence that Blake met him or
knew his book.

The phrase is used by Blake in the Preludium to The Book of Urizen,
where he asks the “Eternals” to “Dictate swift winged words™ (PL 2:6).
Angela Esterhammier, in her Creating States, discusses the poem in
terms of naming and speech acts and argues that the Preludium “must
already make us suspicious about the extent to which (inspired) words
will be instruments of imposition on a passive audience” (155).
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In chapter 1 of Ahania, the heroine represents the soul,
or emanation of Urizen, divided from him after Fuzon’s
attack on his “cold loins” has caused him to discard her as
sin: she is said to move as “the moon anguishd circles the
earth,” for she is under the control of Urizen; as “a faint
shadow” and the “mother of Pestilence,” she is bound to
revolve round him, “Unseen, unbodied, unknown.” She
becomes a voiceless figure, associated with disease and death,
the victim of Urizen’s suppression and hatred, as well as an
invisible and amorphous being. Except for the first six lines,
which describe her formless presence, chapter 5 consists first
of her lamentation over her miserable separation and alien-
ation from Urizen; secondly, of her unwearied questionings
of his rejection, aloofness and rigidity, and finally, of her
frank and impassioned recollections of her glorious past,
sharing sexual and mental joy, beauty and freedom with
Urizen.

Although at the beginning of the work, Ahania is said to
be his “parted soul,” in the final chapter, she can be said to
be a representation of either wisdom (Bloom 176,
Tannenbaum 242), or pleasure (Paley 30), or desire (Worrall
185), according to the aspect of her supplication which is
seen as predominant. She is also relational and interpersonal,
with“the mutualism of selflessness” (Behrendt 147): she has
care and compassion for others, as well as resistance to the
dualism and universalization which characterise abstract
thinking (Cox 160). As regards style, she uses pictorial and
concrete images and introduces into the poem “a new speed
and flexibility” (Lindsay 146). Ahania is described as wan-
dering and floating, as well as weeping and chanting “on the
verge / Of Non-entity,” which indicates the extent to which
her exiled condition can vary.

It is obvious that her role is primarily that of a speaker: a
protagonist whose medium is language. More specifically,
she is endowed with the functions of parole and orality, or
oral culture. I would like to demonstrate this by referring
first to Saussure’s conception of parole, as expounded in his
third course of lectures on general linguistics (1910-11). He
distinguishes two kinds of parole: “The use of faculties in
general for linguistic purposes (phonation, etc.)” and “in-
dividual use of the language code to express individual
thought” (70a); this last function of parole, which is the
source of all change in a language, is of crucial importance
in linguistic activity. He further indicates the interdepen-
dency between parole and langue:

There is nothing in the language which has not en-
tered (directly or indirectly) through speech, that is
through the sum total of words perceived, and con-
versely no speech is possible before the development
of this product called the language, which supplies the
individual with the elements for the composition of
his speech. (71a)
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In contrast to langue, which is constructed structure, pa-
role is constructing structure; parole is regulated by the col-
lective knowledge of langue, which in turn is to be reformed
through the individual activity of parole. David Holdcroft
lists six comparable characteristics shared by the two, ac-
cording to Saussure’s account: parole is individual, contin-
gent, has an active role, is designed, is not conventional, and
provides a heterogeneous subject matter which is studied
by different disciplines, whereas langue is social, essential,
has no active individual role, is not designed, but conven-
tional, and provides a homogeneous subject matter to be
studied as a branch of social psychology (21). By quoting
Saussure’s statment that “Each change is launched by a cer-
tain number of individuals before it is accepted for general
use,” Holdcroft emphasizes that “parole is needed to explain
not only how langue is constituted as a stable system in a
community, but also how changes occur in it” (33).

Ong, who recognizes the primacy of parole (oral speech)
in Saussure’s classifications, has given further consideration
to the respective spheres of the oral and the literate. It is
relevant to draw on his argument in order to clarify certain
aspects of the function of language in a community. He states:

..oral cultures must conceptualize and verbalize all
their knowledge with more or less close reference to
the human lifeworld, assimilating the alien, objective
world to the more immediate, familiar interaction of
human beings.(42)

Orality “situates knowledge within a context of struggle,”
engaging “others in verbal and intellectual combat” (44);
“Primary orality fosters personality structures that in cer-
tain ways are more communal and externalized, less intro-
spective than those common among literates. Oral commu-
nication unites people in groups” (69). He also points out
that “Oral man is not so likely to think of words as ‘signs,
quiescent visual phenomena,” but as “constantly moving,
but by flight, which is a powerful form of movement, and
one lifting the flier free of the ordinary, gross, heavy, ‘objec-
tive’ world” (77). It is necessary to see these characteristics
of oral cultures in contrast with those of writing cultures,
and I would like to discuss this topic later in part 2, in con-
nection with Urizen's role as a writer. But the immediate
relevance of Ong's account of the distinctive features of oral
cultures to my argument concerning Ahania, consists in his
claim that they spring from direct contacts with the living
world, from a strong interest in differences between the self
and others, and from a consequent wish to become involved
with others, by setting up personal relationships. Finally,
his suggestion that language is seen as flexible and mobile
by speakers in an oral culture, is particularly relevant to my
interpretation of this character.

In chapter 5 of Ahania, we can detect in the descriptions
of her state and in her own utterances various elements
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which remind us of the aspects of parole and orality to which
I have drawn attention:

Her voice was heard, but no form
Had she: but her tears from clouds
Eternal fell round the Tree
(pl. 5:49-51)

It is noticeable that her existence is verbal, yet has no fixed
form. It has therefore one quality essential to orality: so has
her unrestricted power to feel sorrow and compassion for
the pain and suffering of others. In addition, her passionate
yearning for Urizen and her continuing sense of his merit
and superiority, are repeatedly suggested by her actions and
words:

And the voice cried: Ah Urizen! Love!
Flower of morning! I weep on the verge
On Non-entity; how wide the Abyss
Between Ahania and thee!
(pl. 5:52-55)

The significance of her invisibility as well as the danger
that she will become extinct, separated from Urizen, will be
discussed later, but the point to notice here is that, in spite
of his hardness and cruel rejection of her, she never fails to
show care and love for him, unable to see his initial bright-
ness and magnificence as lost, and secking to reestablish their
unity. Memory is also an important element in orality (Ong
19). Worrall states that Ahania’s solitary lament “is presented
as the most dubious authentification of Urizen” (153) and
thinks her “irrevocable loss of Urizen's presence might itself
be a misremembered recollection of a paradisaical joy which
never happened” (155). It is, however, hard to discover any
grounds in her speech for this interpretation. Her plea is
earnest and pressing, vividly recalling his “bright presence”
(pl. 5:63). Her intense and continuous plea for change is
vain, which makes her appeal pathetic, but no less authen-
tic.

Ahania’s most individual and unconventional character-
istics are very evident in her vision of her former blissful
intercourse with Urizen, and in her vindication of the pas-
sion and fulfilment of their love as her recollections pro-
ceed. She is eager to “awake my king in the morn! / To em-
brace Ahanias joy / On the breadth of his open bosom” (pl.
6:10-12) and looks back to the time:

When he gave my happy soul
To the sons of eternal joy:
When he took the daughters of life
Into my chambers of love:
When I found babes of bliss on my beds.
And bosoms of milk in my chambers
Fill'd with eternal seed
O! eternal births sung round Ahania
In interchange sweet of their joys.
(pl. 6:15-23)
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