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part from Kathleen Raine and,
A.perhaps, William Butler Yeats,
Blake criticism retains few traces of
those energetic and mobile “Specta-
tors” of his work that, Blake assures us,
are able to rise from their graves, “meet
the Lord in the Air" and “be happy”
(VIJ, E 560). In fact, reading Blake's
poems and viewing his graphic pro-
ductions seems to lead more frequently
to the much less apocalyptic discipline
of theory: Northrop Frye, Harold Bloom,
E. D. Hirsch and, of course, Hazard
Adams, have all constructed elaborate
theoretical systems in the shadow of
their earlier work on Blake. One of the
interests of Antithetical Essays is that it
makes explicit a particular instance of
this movement from reading Blake to
writing theory: it collects and arranges
some of Adams’ more recent critical,
theoretical, and polemical work in such
a way that their relation (and by synec-
doche the relation of Adams’ entire
oeuvre) to his reading of Blake be-
comes clear. It is almost as if the short
essay and occasional address, when
read along the grain of a prior engage-
ment with Blake, take on a new iden-
tity as sublimated autobiography. The
agent for this metamorphosis is the
first essay in the collection, “The Diz-
ziness of Freedom; or, Why I Read
William Blake,” in which Adams pro-
poses not

to explicate the text of William Blake, to
demonstrate a critical practice, or 10 treat

of literary history, but to witness to my
education in his works, to show briefly
how it situates me in thinking about literary
criticism and theory, and finally how it
affects me in the life of teaching. (3)

The first chapter, then, is a witness to
the primary experience and subsequent
reflection out of which the other es-
says proceed, a point which is perhaps
suggested by the otherwise curious fact
that on the contents page the title “Part
One"” (which contains this single es-
say) is followed by a zero. (Parts Two
and Three do not have a trailing nu-
meral.) The book as a whole moves
from recollection to reflection and
then, in ever widening circles, from the
specializations of criticism through to
the more general, ethical, and public
responsibilities of teaching.

As witness to his education in Blake,
Adams attests to the fact of it taking
place but (to my mind regrettably)
does not tell us much about the actual
experience of reading Blake. Recollec-
tion of this primary (and of course
ongoing) experience takes up less than
a page, and consists of no more than a
brief narrative that describes his pro-
gression from youthful mystification to
mature appreciation. Instead, Adams
passes quickly to a summary of what
he has found valuable in Blake.

The propositions that are advanced
by Adams are no doubt familiar to
many readers of this journal. One can
find them, in various forms, beneathall
of Adams’ work (which is, of course, as
it should be for a criticism which
manages to remain both personal and
deeply felt). However, to briefly reiter-
ate the substance of his argument:
Adams introduces his readers first to
Blake's notion of the contrary, which
he understands as a “friendly enemy”
to the rigid oppositions of institutional
life. Rather than attempting to repress
oppositions such as soul/body and ob-
ject/subject, a contrary redeems them
by providing “a context for their ap-
propriate use” (6). For Adams, a con-
trary is a non-categorical, content-free
potentiality which is, at least to some
extent, free of or at least other to the
political and institutional inertias of the
everyday world. It is valuable not in
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itself but for the “loosening,” even ico-
noclastic, force it exerts when brought
into productive (that is to say contrary)
interaction with the fixed, for Adams
inevitably hierarchical, oppositions of
the modern world.

Elsewhere, and particularly in “Ca-
nons: Literary Criteria/Power Criteria,”
Adams uses a term drawn from Yeats,
the “antithetical,” to describe a very
similar potentiality. The antithetical dis-
places (and like the contrary “re-
deems” [6] rather than represses or
excludes) hierarchical oppositions by
itself forming their productive or au-
thentic contrary. In this movement an
at first apparently self-sufficient op-
position such as closed/open or insti-
tution/individual finds itself displaced
and raised to one side of a contrary
relation with the antithetical. Blake pro-
vides Adams not merely with the ex-
perience of contrariety and its
analogues, buta setof terms for talking
about it.

Adams also draws from Blake an
ethic and a view of language. He ar-
gues that for Blake the basis of the
former is love and mutuality which “is
. . . a going-out from the self to identify
with the other” (9). Figures such as
Albion, who fear that in love they will
lose “selfhood,” “subjectivity,” and “ca-
pacity for mastery” (9), have no notion
of the contrary of the opposition be-
tween subject and object which is the
“idea of identity™: “When two things
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are identical, they are not the same,
they each maintain their own identities
but are in a relation of identicality”
(10). This sounds a bitlike having your
cake and eating it too, but nevertheless
this relation is for Adams at the “base
of Blake's ethic” and, more dramatical-
ly, at the heart of tropes (which always
“insist on identity”) and therefore at the
heart of language. Complementing
these positions, Adams draws from
Blake a view of language as fun-
damentally expressive, so much so
that Adams is able to write that

If the world is the projection of our expres-
sion of it, and we are our own acts, as Blake
thought (that is, we are what we do), then
in some sense the world emanates from us
and is, in that sense, identical with us. (10)

Adams immediately qualifies this pro-
position by admitting that it is in fact
“the contrary of equally true proposi-
tions that make the world into an ob-
ject”; but he then qualifies this very
different view of language by noting
that it is ultimately itself a fiction (see
also the discussion of myth and an-
timyth on 273-76). As a result, it seems
that both sides of the opposition turn
out to emanate from the same expres-
sive function of language.

On the evidence of this chapter alone,
the “dizziness of freedom” would seem
to refer to the vertigo experienced by
the self within a space where (precise-
ly because it is literary) economic and
political constraints have been rele-
gated to the margins and, in their
place, the self feels itself free to posita
world and an identity as an intent of
consciousness. Within this space reali-
ty and morality, for example, are not
externally imposed givens, but are ex-
perienced as forms potentially expres-
sive of the self.

The second essay in this collection
—=Synecdoche and Method"—extends
these views during the course of a
reflection on the implications of synec-
doche. Steering clear of both marxist
and deconstructionist critiques of this
trope, Adams distinguishes what he
calls Blake's radical and progressive
synecdoche from figurative synecdoche
(“where the part stands for the

whole"); miraculous synecdoche (“the
part is invaded by a whole that has
emanated or shrunk into it"); closed
synecdoche (“both part and whole are
spatially considered as fixed in size");
and open synecdoche (which “implies
a progressive movement or tempor-
ality entirely avoiding any suggestion
of completed form”). The Blakean sy-
necdoche “opposes the negations
open/closed and miraculous/figurative”
(27), loosens the hold of these nega-
tions and in this way uncovers their
contrary. The radical and progressive
synecdoche is “both infinite and
bounded, open and closed”:

There is a progression, a supplementation,
but rather than rolling out into endless
night, it returns infinitely to itself, but al-
ways in a new and immeasurably
greater—or smaller—form. (28)

In place of a simple opposition be-
tween openness and closure, or the
figurative and the miraculous, this kind
of synecdoche inhabits the void be-
tween these extremes.

If this activity were a function of
language, the ferrying to and fro of the
radical and progressive synecdoche
would be hardly more reassuring than
what Adams calls Derrida’s open
synecdoche, where “the activity is al-
ways that of differentiation and ‘dis-
semination’™ (27). However, radical and
progressive synecdoche turns out to
have both boundaries and a center.
Rather than displacing the oppositions
open/closed and figurative/miraculous,
itis a dynamic that unfolds only within
the space mapped between them. More-
over, just as contrariety and antithe-
ticality seem to function in large part
as levers for opening a vertiginous space
in which the self is able to experience
its own freedom, so, too, radical and
progressive synecdoche finds its cen-
ter and rationale in the self. If language
is fundamentally expressive, then
synecdoche is indeed the part which is
the whole: radical and progressive
synecdoche is that trope which best
embodies both the expansive move-
ment from self through crea-
tion/emanation to world, and the
subsequent contraction from world to

the self re-formed by its own creation.

What is perhaps most remarkable
about Adams’ notions of contrariety,
language, the self, and synecdoche is
that taken together they describe the
form of an apocalyptic and linguistic
body. The model for this body is once
again drawn from Blake, from the re-
surrected and expansive bodies
described at the end of Jerusalem.
Adams is in effect writing (in critical
and theoretical discourse) a creation
mythwhich, like Blake’s creation myths,
strives not to be nostalgic. This apo-
calyptic body finds its origin not in “a
receding then, separate from the pre-
sent, but a then-slumbering now” (43).
The movement of radical and progres-
sive synecdoche, with its outer limits
defined by the opposition between the
whole and the part, and with its center
firmly tied to the self, defines this crea-
ture's “living” form. One of the many
remarkable things about this apoca-
lyptic body is that it is its own creator,
its own Adam and, in its alienated or
emanated form, it is its own Eve, De-
spite the linguistic bias of Adams’
apocalyptic body, the paradigmatic
critique of this kind of “fantasy” is, of
course, Mary Shelley's Frankenstein.

One of the strong presences that walk
the pages of Antithetical Essays is
Kant; indeed, one could, with only a
moderate degree of unfairness, note
that the paradigm which informs
Adams’s critical, theoretical, and peda-
gogical work, and which guides the
construction of this apocalyptic body,
is strikingly similar to Kant's mathe-
matical sublime. Neil Hertz writes in
The End of the Line that the mathema-
tical sublime arises

out of sheer cognitive exhaustion, the
mind blocked not by the threat of an over-
whelming force, but by the fear of losing
count or of being reduced to nothing but
counting—this and this and this—with no
hope of bringing a long series or a vast
scattering under some sort of conceptual
unity. Kant describes a painful pause—"a
momentary checking of the vital pow-
ers"—followed by a compensatory posi-
tive movement, the mind’s exultation in its
own rational faculties, in its ability to think
a totality that cannot be taken in through
the senses,!
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Or as Adams puts it in “Synecdoche
and Method,” “When Immanuel Kant
considered the sublime he responded
to Edmund Burke's notion that the su-
blime was overwhelming by arguing
that what we discover ultimately in the
sublime is the infinitude of the human
mind, by which synecdoche he meant
the mind’s satisfaction in discovering
its power” (28). Similarly, for Adams
the sublime spaces and potentialities
of the radical and progressive synec-
doche, the contrary and the antitheti-
cal (along with the dizziness of reading
Blake) are exhilarating because they
are the flux in which the self discovers
“its power.” It is, again, perhaps not
unfair to note that there is an uncom-
fortable degree of congruity between
these views and those of “free-market
economics.”

The set of terms discussed above are
deployed in Antithetical Essays as part
of a powerful, sustained, and fascinat-
ing intervention in a wide ranging and
now long-running debate over the sta-
tus of the aesthetic. For marxist and
new historist critics the aesthetic is a
space of illusion, of false conscious-
ness: it is one of the many effects of the
appearance of a bourgeois subject to-
wards the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. In Foucauldian terms the
aesthetic (certainly the antithetical)
might be framed as a technology of the
self. For deconstruction the aesthetic is
a realm in which the poetic image is
“able to posit regardless of presence
but, by the same token, unable to give
a foundation to what it posits except as
an intent of consciousness.” For Lacan
(along with Bataille and Blanchot) a
very similar space is a defence against
(and paradoxically an opening to) the
absolute master, death.?

When juxtaposed with the tragic tone
of these reworkings of the Kantian aes-
thetic, the comic (in the Shakespear-
ean sense of the word) tone of
Antithetical Essays is remarkable.
Adams always works towards a ration-
al balance and harmony. In “Some
Yeatsian Versions of Comedy," for ex-
ample, Adams sets himself against the
prevailing assumptions in Yeats stu-
dies by identifying the comic as “a

necessary aspect of Yeats’s art,” the
apprehension of which “is necessary
to any tragic perception we discover”
in his oeuvre(75). Similarly, in “Think-
ing Cassirer” he notes that one of his
aims is to see Cassirer and Heidegger—
“concord and discord"—as “a pairnever
emptied out of time” (220).

The most appropriate model for this
balance and harmony often seems to
be conversation (a key word in An-
tithetical Essays), which is imagined as
a form in which identity and difference
are held in relation (the social form of
identicality). Moreover, conversation
is the vehicle through which reading
enters the social and ethical. In opposi-
tion to those critics who would see
Joyce as the producer of a postmo-
dern, linguistic surface, in the essays
on Joyce included in this book Adams
tries to move beyond the endless play
of difference towards readings that al-
low the “possibility of conversations
about a text” and so towards the ex-
perience of “literature as an ethical force
in society” (150). In each of these es-
says the comic is possible precisely
because the self (not the bourgeois self
but what Adams calls the cultured and
social individual) is affirmed as center.

In the essays on education included
in the third part of this book (“The Fate
of Knowledge,” “Biographia Educa-
tionis Humanae,” “"Humanitas and
Academic Politics,” “Neo-Blakean Pro-
legomena to an Unlikely Academic
Structure”), the implicit and explicit
ideal is that of “the liberally trained
individual,” described at one point as
“both an aesthetic and ethical ideal”
(254), who is to be formed through
exposure to the antithetical found in
literature, The antithetical becomes a
force essential for any pedagogy which
“is based on an ethic that refuses to
accept tyranny, particularly intellectual
tyranny” (238) because it is antithe-
ticality that opposes the hegemony of
institutional life and so opens the space
in which individuals can construct their
own lives. Adams defines this notion
of education against “the tremendous
pressure to generalize individual ima-
ginative power into the abstract notion
of ‘mass man,’ who, once so defined,

is beheld as a pawn of historical forces
and soon becomes what he beholds in
himself” (262). For Adams’ power lies
“fundamentally with the individual im-
aginative acts from which the institution
appropriates what it, in its fumbling
way, can manage to vulgarize” (17).
Does the presence of the comic in
Adams’ work mean that, like Blake's
Spectator, he has managed to leave his
grave and be happy, albeit through the
back door and hard discipline of the-
ory rather than levitation? I would not
for a moment pretend to be qualified
to judge; so in place of a categorical
decision on this matter, let me just say
that as intriguing and important as
Adams’ attempt, via Blake, to formulate
a positive and comic ethics of reading
undoubtedly is, 1 found Antithetical
Essaysdisappointing. First, despite the
use of Blake's notion of contraries as
guiding principle, there is in this vol-
ume very little actual engagement with
the antagonists that, in the course if
reading Antithetical Essays, seem to
loom behind every page. Character-
istic of Adams’ attitude to his oppo-
nents is the rather cavalier reference to
Kierkegaard in the first essay:

1 intend to express my experience of read-
ing Blake as the dizziness of freedom. The
phrase is from Kierkegaard. He identified
it with existential anxiety. I don't, and I'll
come back to that point. (4)

By the end of the essay one under-
stands why Adams doesn't identify the
“dizziness of freedom” as existential
anxiety, but Adams does not at any
point return to the question of Kierke-
gaard. Unfortunately, Kierkegaard, pre-
sent in the title as well as this isolated
reference, offers his own interpreta-
tion of the apparently autonomous self
described by Adams, and it is one that
threatens to reframe the self of this
essay as belonging to one stage, and
an early one at that, in the progression
to religious understanding. There is a
similar “I don't” implicit in many of
Adams' remarks about deconstruction,
where it is at times as if Derrida were
being criticized for a failure of nerve
(perhaps even a weakness of the self)
in the face of the Kantian sublime. For
Adams the contrary is a principle of
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