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THE DERIVATION A N D 
M E A N I N G OF " O L O L O N " 

DONALD H. REIMAN 
AND 

CHRISTINA SHUTTLEWORTH KRAUS 

o r t h r o p Frye suggested t h a t the name Olo lon 

i n Milton de r i ves from " u l u l a t i o n , " a word 

Blake h i m s e l f uses i n The Four Zoas.
1
 In 

both Eng l i sh and L a t i n ( f rom which the Eng l i sh words 

come d i r e c t l y ) , ululate means to how l , w a i l , or 

lament , and ululation e i t h e r a how l , w a i l , or c ry o f 

l a m e n t a t i o n , o r the a c t i o n o f howl ing or w a i l i n g 

{OED; Lewis & S h o r t , A Latin Dictionary). 

Frye ' s etymology has gone g e n e r a l l y uncha l l eng -

e d , though two scho la rs ment ion ( i n pass ing) what i s 

c l e a r l y the s i n g l e , d i r e c t o r i g i n o f the name. Peter 

F. F isher remarks s imply t h a t O lo lon was "a name 

probably de r i ved from a Greek word (»oXoXucew) 

which s i g n i f i e d the c r y i n g o f women to the g o d s . "
2 

Harold Bloom a lso notes t h a t O lo lon i s from 

'oXoXu^ew, but he m i s i n t e r p r e t s the Greek and 

f o l l o w s Frye i n d i s cuss i n g " t h e l amen ta t i on o f women 

to the g o d s . "
3
 G r i e f and mourn ing, however, may not 

be the aspects o f 'oXoXu^ew t h a t Blake wished to 

suggest . As de f i ned i n L i d d e l l and S c o t t ' s Greek-

English Lexicon ( 1961) , the verb >oXoX0*;e\v, w i t h 

the r e l a t e d words 'oXoXuywv and 'oXoXuyatos, a p p l i e s 

t o "women c r y i n g a loud to the gods i n prayer o r 

t h a n k s g i v i n g , " to " the c r i e s o f goddesses," and to 

"women c r y i n g to the gods . . . mos t l y i n s i gn o f 

j o y . " A survey o f c l a s s i c a l uses o f the word from 

Homer ( e . g . , od. 2 2 . 4 1 1 , I I . 6.301) to Ar is tophanes 

( e . g . , Birds 111, Knights 1327) and the t raged ians 

i n d i c a t e s not on l y t h a t the word has j u b i l a n t 

c o n n o t a t i o n s , but t h a t i t was sometimes used i n 

s p e c i f i c o p p o s i t i o n to a c r y o f lament . This i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y ev iden t i n a scene from E u r i p i d e s ' 

Medea, i n which a messenger descr ibes Creusa's death 

from poison and her handmaiden's r e a c t i o n to i t . The 

servan t i n i t i a l l y t h i n k s i t a p o r t e n t from the gods: 

KOU T I S yEpoua TTpocnToAwv 6oE,ao6. TTOU 

*Y\ Ilavos 'opyas ' n T W O S 9eflv yoAeiv 

'avwAoAu^e . . • 

An aged woman servan t who, I take i t , thought 

This was some se i zu re o f Pan or another god, 

Cr ied o u t , "God b less us" . . . 

Bu t , as she r e a l i z e s what i s happening, she howls i n 

t e r r o r : 

*t\i* 'ctVTiyoATTOv *fycev 'oXoXuyfis yeyav 

KL0KUTOV . . . 

Then she ra i sed a d i f f e r e n t c r y from t h a t "God 

bless u s , " 
A huge s h r i e k . . .** 

Her second c r y , a KUKUTOS, is a wa i l o f g r i e f ( t he 

h e l l i s h r i v e r Cocytus takes i t s name t h e r e f r o m ) , 

and Eur ip ides i s c a r e f u l to s t r e s s , w i t h h i s 

'avTiyoAirov . . . 'oAoAuyns ("sounding d i f f e r e n t from 

u l u l a t i o n " ) , the change in the na tu re o f the o u t b u r s t . 

There i s a secondary meaning o f 'oAoAO^eiv 

which may have i n f l uence d Blake i n the choice o f a 

name f o r h is c h a r a c t e r . Johannes Scapula 's s i x t e e n t h -

cen tu ry Lexicon Graeco-Latinum, the s tandard Greek 

l e x i c o n o f B lake 's day (used , f o r example, by She l l e y 

and members o f h is c i r c l e i n t h e i r Greek s t u d i e s ) , 

g i v e s , a long w i t h the e a r l i e r meanings o f the v e r b , 

the A r i s t o t e l i a n d e f i n i t i o n o f 'oAoXuydv: Ululatus: 

et peculiariter is quern mares ranae edunt, cum 

foeminas ad coitum vocant (1 .1816: " o u t - c r y : and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y t h a t which male f rogs emit when they 
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ca l l the females to c o i t u s " ) .
5
 Although th is is a 

technical term which applies to the male of the 
species-- in contrast to the l i t e r a r y 'oXoXO^eiv, 
which is an exclusively female a c t i v i t y

6
- - i t is 

possible that Blake read Scapula and chose to 
incorporate sexual connotations into his Ololon, 
perhaps overlooking the masculine emphasis that 
appears only in maves o f the Lat in d e f i n i t i o n . 
'OXoXuyoov, which t rans l i t e ra tes as ololugDn, is the 
form of the word closest to the name Blake selects: 
he need only drop the penultimate sy l lab le to a r r i ve 
at "Ololon." 

Although Blake did not enjoy a formal education, 
he did study foreign languages and l i t e r a t u r e s . His 
l i b r a r y cer ta in ly contained books in French and 
I t a l i a n , and Frederick Tatham maintained that Blake 
also owned Hebrew, La t in , and Greek t e x t s .

7
 In 

1803, Blake wrote to his brother James that the 
Greek lessons which he was taking from Will iam Hayley 
were progressing w e l l : " I go on Merr i ly with my 
Greek & La t in ; am very sorry that I did not begin 
to learn languages early in l i f e as I f ind i t very 
Easy . . . . I read Greek as f l uen t l y as an Oxford 
scholar & the Testament is my chief master: 
astonishing indeed is the English Translat ion, i t 
is almost word for word. . . . "

8
 Blake's own 

estimation of his fluency may be taken with a grain 
of sa l t (the two men apparently confined the i r 
studies to the New Testament and to co l l a t i ng 
Cowper's Homer

9
), but one may assume that the poet 

had a working knowledge of c lassical Greek and 
doubtless made use of a Greek lex icon- - i n a l l 
l i ke l ihood Scapula's. He could, therefore, have 
been aware of the range of meaning and the subtle 
ramif icat ions thereof that the word 'oXoXOceiv 
suggests for the character he creates. 

How appropr iate, then, is th is der ivat ion of 
"Ololon" for the Blakean character and for Milton 
as a whole? Susan Fox*'s study of the poem, Poetic 
Form in Blake's "Milton" (Princeton Universi ty Press, 
1976) provides ins ight into Ololon's nature and into 
her re la t ions with the poet-character M i l t o n .

1 0 

Accepting Fox's ou t l ine of the st ructure and act ion 
of Milton, we suggest that there are addi t ional 
nuances in the poem when one takes into account the 
Greek der ivat ion and meanings of the name "Ololon." 

When Ololon f i r s t appears in Book I (Plate 
21 ) ,

1 1
 i t is as a "sweet River, of milk & l i q u i d 

pearl" (21:15). At th is po in t , Ololon is the 
l i f e g i v i n g r i ve r of Eden--unconscious and undi f -
ferent ia ted sexual i t y — i t s qua l i t ies of "milk and 
l i q u i d pear l" suggesting a union of the milk of 
women's breasts and the pearly semen of the male. 
But a cruc ia l change in the status of Ololon takes 
place in Plate 21. On the "mild banks" of the r i ve r 
Ololon "dwelt those who Mi l ton drove / Down into 
Ulro" (both grammar and context demand that we read 
"those . . . who" as the subject of "drove" and 
"Mi l ton" as the ob jec t , driven "Down into U l ro" ) . 
As Ololon w i l l u l t imate ly be revealed to Blake- in-
Felpham as human h is tory ("the Woof of Six Thousand 
Years," 42:15), we can in fer from the varied 
descript ions of Ololon on Plate 21 that the r i ve r 
represents the flow of h i s to r i ca l process, while 
"those" who dwell on i t s "mild banks" are indiv idual 
h i s to r i ca l f igures and soc ie t ies . In Eden, where 

a l l contrar ies are uni ted, these embody both the 
po ten t i a l i t i es and the past rea l izat ions of the 
h i s to r i ca l process. Among them, therefore, are both 
the beings and forces who conditioned the h i s to r i ca l 
John Mil ton in his f a i l u re to f u l f i l l his p o t e n t i a l i -
ty (hence dr iv ing him to Ulro) and a l l unrealized 
po ten t i a l i t i es in the idea of "Mi l ton" awaiting 
redemption through incarnat ion: "they wept" and 
"The mountains" ( i den t i f i ed as "the r i v e r ' s l i v i n g 
banks," that i s , the l i m i t i n g parameters of 
h is to r i ca l necessity) " w a i l ' d ! " a t the fate of 
Mi l ton . Each dawn "the Family / Of Eden heard the 
lamentation" though "the clar ions of day" soon 
"drowned the lamentations / And when night came . . . 
a l l refused to lament" (21:23-26). But the lamenta-
t ion at dawn suff ices to begin "Providence," which 
Blake saw as the ambiguous in t rus ion of Eterni ty into 
Time.

13 

When the laments reach "the Family Divine" and 
"the Cloud of Mi l ton" stretches "over Europe," the 
Four Zoas uni te in to the f igure of "One Man" weeping 
over Ololon (21:39). Ololon then begins to " feel 
P i ty" for Mi l ton (21:54) and thereby breaks the 
unconscious uni ty of i t s sel f-contained Edenic 
s ta te , incarnating through a series of transforma-
t ions , beginning with a metamorphosis from r i ve r 
into the "Clouds" which accompany the manifestat ion 
of "One Man even Jesus" (21:58-60). 

In Book the Second, th is composite group of 
clouds descends to Beulah, the "place where 
Contrar iet ies are equally True" (30:1) . Their 
"descent" is not a qua l i t a t i ve one: as Fox notes, 
Beulah is not a lesser, but simply a d i f f e ren t state 
from Eden.

14
 Unlike the Edenic world of sexual union 

between cont rar ies , Beulah is incapable of accepting 
the potent ial stress of c o n f l i c t between opposing 
essences. I t is a world of protected, i n f a n t i l e 
sexual i ty and maternal love: "Beulah to i t s 
inhabitants appears . . . / As the beloved in fant 
in his mother's bosom round i n c i r c l e d " (30:10-11). 
As Ololon passes through th is place, the inhabitants 
of Beulah lament, fear ing the impending struggle o f 
the f i na l judgment as "they saw the Lord coming / 
In the Clouds of Ololon wi th Power & Great Glory" 
(31:15-16). As the Clouds of Ololon pass through 
th is moony wor ld, they begin to lament wi th Beulah. 
The r i ver of sexual union destabi l izes and dissolves 
as i t d r i f t s through the ha l f - rea l i zed realm of 
ch i ld ish innocence

1 5
- - i ts contrar ies are separated, 

and Ololon, now s p l i t into dist inguishable "Sons & 
Daughters" (30:4) , laments in a world in which 
mature sexual love is f rus t ra ted : "Men are sick 
wi th Love!" (31:62). 

As "the Divine Voice was heard in the Songs of 
Beulah" (33:1 f f . ) , there comes a change in the 
qua l i t y of union from a "mild and gent le" state to 
a period of jealousy and s t r i f e : "now thou a r t 
t e r r i b l e / In jealousy & unlovely in my s igh t , 
because thou hast c rue l l y / Cut o f f my loves in fury 
t i l l I have no love l e f t for thee" (33:5-7) . Yet a 
temporary answer to th i s pain of d iv is ion is 
of fe red : the "Songs of Beulah in the Lamentations 
o f Ololon" end wi th a promise of a renewal of se l f -
ef facing t r u s t , "When the Six fo ld Female" (the 
Emanations representing Mi l ton 's wives and daughters) 
shal l " re lent " and "give / Her maidens to her 
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husband: de l ight ing in his de l igh t " (33:14-18); 
"then & then alone begins the happy Female joy , / As 
i t is done in Beulah" (33:19-20). In the i n f a n t i l e / 
maternal state of Beulah, the female's abnegation of 
se l f takes the form of nourishing the male by 
providing him with whatever he desires, "de l ight ing 
in his de l i gh t . " 

This self-effacement, however, does not solve 
the problem posed by h i s to r i c Mi l ton 's descent to 
"Eternal Death." Ololon must continue to journey 
un t i l the po ten t i a l i t i e s inherent in the eternal 
idea of Mi l ton reuni te with the f igure f ixed by 
h is to ry , re jo in ing Mi l ton 's aggressive maleness with 
the pr inc ip le of se l f less union h i ther to possible to 
maleness only in the Edenic realm of p o t e n t i a l i t y . 
To that end, Ololon continues i t s descent into the 
generated world of the "Mundane She l l . " Reaching 
"rocky A lb ion , " i t takes on a f i na l incarnation in 
Blake's own garden as "a Virg in of twelve years" 
(36:17). 

Ololon, now embodied as an unthreatening female 
Emanation, meets her ideal Spectre, "M i l t on , " now 
embodied in Wil l iam Blake. After admitt ing to him 
that she has fostered false natural r e l i g i on in her 
previous incarnat ions, she hears "Mi l ton" declare 
the need for mutual ann ih i la t ion and repl ies once 
again " i n clouds of despair" (41:29). Then, the 
v i rg i n "with a shr iek" separates into six par ts , 
sp l i t s "Away from Ololon" ( i . e . , the Eden p o t e n t i a l i -
t y ) , and f lees " in to the depths / of Mi l ton 's 
Shadow" (42:3-6) . The explosive chemistry of the 
union of Spectre and Emanation produces the v is ion 
of "One Man Jesus the Saviour," wrapped in a garment 
"named the Woof of Six Thousand Years" (42:11, 15): 
in shor t , the union of the Divine Image of Man, 
clothed in the matrix of human h is to ry . This f i na l 
ac t ion , occurring in the world of generation and yet 
not f u l l y partaking of i t , restores to Ololon the 
ideal unity of sexual i ty that had been i t s o r ig ina l 
nature in Eden. Now, however, i t s wholeness resul ts 
not from complacent, unthinking acceptance of i t s 
p o t e n t i a l i t y but from self-conscious choice in the 
realm of a c t u a l i t y . 

Milton i s , among many other th ings, the story 
of a journey from a pre-sexual state through 
childhood/motherhood to the f u l l awareness of adult 

sexual matur i ty . The union of male and female in 
the or ig ina l r i ve r Ololon and the s imi lar union in 
the f i na l plate of the poem are both manifestations 
of a perfect fusion of cont rar ies ; only the las t 
combination, however, which takes place w i th in the 
Mundane She l l , redeems Will iam Blake and, through 
him, mankind, ex istent w i th in the Mundane Shel l . 

I f "Ololon" means, as we maintain, a cry of 
joy or a cry to the gods, then the "lamentations" 
a t t r ibu ted to manifestations of Ololon throughout 
the poem have a mul t ip le s ign i f icance. F i r s t , they 
are, even in the depths of despair, cr ies to the 
gods - - i . e . , to the powers of self-knowledge and 
s e l f - s a c r i f i c e that w i l l eventually destroy fa lse 
natural re l i g ion and enable Ololon to recombine with 
Mi l ton in a mutual redemption.

16
 Secondly, on a 

l i n g u i s t i c plane, Ololon's journey represents a 
passage from meaning through nonsense to f u l l 
meaning again. While in her r i ve r s ta te , "Ololon" 
is both a cry to the Divine wi th in humanity and an 
expression of sexual i ty . When she at las t red is -
covers her true nature, in the garden at Felpham, 
she is once again th is combination of sexual i ty and 
joy. Her lamentations of Mi l ton 's fate in Eden and 
in Beulah are, l i k e her incarnation in Beulah in the 
form of clouds, incomplete. They do not represent 
Ololon's true nature—unt i l the female po ten t i a l i t i e s 
in her can be united with M i l ton , neither is she 
whole in any sense, nor has the f u l l s igni f icance of 
her name unfolded. F ina l l y , the fact that those 
lamentations that begin in Eden are replaced by the 
re jo ic ing i m p l i c i t in Ololon's name only wi th in the 
Mundane Shell demonstrates again that Blake's ideal 
state l i es wi th in the quotidian world of f u l l human 
experience—not in some external heaven or realm of 
forms. 

The etymology of "Ololon" reinforces the idea 
that the names Blake "coins" are neither a rb i t r a r y 
nor merely onomatopoeic, but have t rad i t i ona l 
h i s to r i ca l or l i n g u i s t i c bases. And despite the 
uncompromising condemnation of the classics in the 
Preface to Milton ( l a te r suppressed), the c lassical 
antecedents o f "Ololon" indicate that Blake was at 
least interested enough in ancient secular l i t e r a t u r e 
to pursue the impl icat ions of a few words therefrom--
more, perhaps, than have thus far been i d e n t i f i e d . 
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