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f Catherine Blake had been given to journal writing we

might be fortunate enough to find an entry that read: “Mr.
Blake told me today he decided what to do with his Vala
poem. It will be. .. ” But Catherine was no Dorothy, and we
are left with both a mystery and the fact that the “final state”
of Vala or The Four Zoas is a manuscript. The unavoidable
truth is put forcefully in Paul Mann’s observation that “it is
as manuscript that The Four Zoas must be read, and manu-
script not in some fiction of completion which one’s read-
ing continually tries to approximate: that is, neither as the
trace of an interrupted compositional trajectory nor as some-
thing to be read as if it were finished” (208). John B. Pierce’s
new book does not venture to solve the mystery of what
final form Blake intended for the poem, or what phases his
material plans for its production might have gone through,
but he does claim to show us how to read the work as a
manuscript. It is a promising, but in the end a frustrating
and disappointing book.! The promise is to provide a
“manuscript poetics” and a “poetics of revision” based on a
“critical approach driven primarily by the physical state of
the manuscript, with its many erasures, additions, and com-

| Although the publication date of Flexible Design is 1998, there are
many signs that suggest it was basically written in the 1980s. Most
conspicuous of these is Pierce’s statement that the “standard edition”
of Blake's works is “the revised edition of of the Complete Poems in
1982" (xiv; he gets the title right in the bibliography), rather than the
newly revised edition of 1988, which includes some further correc-
tions of transcription and of mistakes made in 1982 (no more
“sbdominable void) in Urizen). He points out that “Magno and
Erdman’s facsimile offers helpful reconstructions of many of the erased
drawings” (xv), but shows no signs of having used it. Indeed, he gives
embarrassing evidence of not having used it when he gives us Bentley’s
description of page 12, where Bentley sees at the top of the page "a
circle, perhaps for a head.” Pierce goes on to say, “It is tempting to
speculate that the ‘circle, perhaps for a head’ between Los and
Enitharmon was to be that of Urizen (77). If he had consulted Magno
and Erdman’s facsimile, he would have found their description of that
page, where with the help of Vincent De Luca and infrared photogra-
phy we can now “see Urizen descend, with grinning human face but
serpent body, swinging down from a tree to hover between them”™ (31).
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plex rearrangements, which require careful, focused, and
detailed scrutiny” (xv). Pierce claims to be “bringing the ma-
terial force of the manuscript into play with an interpreta-
tive approach” in “a study weighted towards a close reading
of textual detail” (xv). Unfortunately, his choice of text to
quote is Bentley’s transcript in his 1963 facsimile, which is
decidedly inferior to Erdman in accuracy. Those who want
to follow Pierce’s close reading of textual detail will have to
have a copy of Bentley, and even then it will be difficult to
understand why he chooses one reading over another in
some cases and gives alternate readings in others; or why at
times he keeps Bentley readings even when they are clearly
in error, and at other times goes for Erdman’s infrared rec-
reations.

Consider for example the two epigraphs that open Pierce’s
work, coming after the title page and before the table of con-
tents. The 14 lines of quoted text (34:9-15, 21:1-7) differ
from Erdman at seven points. The first of these differences
is in the first line, where Pierce quotes: “Now Los &
Enitharmon walkd forth on the dewy Earth,” and Erdman
has “For Los & Enitharmon. .. ” The answer would seem to
be that the manuscript has “For Now Los & Enitharmon. ..
which Bentley has rendered [Forl Now Los &
Enitharmon. . . ” and Pierce has chosen the earlier reading.
This would jibe with his keeping the lower-case “elemental”
in 34:15 even though the manuscript clearly shows it changed
to “Elemental” as Bentley has indicated with his“[E] elemen-
tal” But in the second epigraph (21:1-7) he goes the other
way, keeping the two manuscript revisions: from lower case
to upper with “As One Man. . .” and the more substantial
change of “One Man above Mount Giliad Sublime” to “One
Man above the Mountain of Snowdon Sublime.”*In neither
case do the lines “taken from G. E. Bentley, Jr’s facsimile
edition” (xi) actually reproduce Bentley’s typographic ren-
dering, with its minimal graphic indications of revisionary
stages.’

More important than the numerous basic mistakes in tran-
scription that mar this book are the clearly strategical deci-
sions that seem in conflict with its announced goals.* The
most glaring of these is the choice to examine only Blake’s

“The other differences from Erdman are where Erdman reads lower
case “c” in “contracting” and “call” where Bentley reads upper case,
and lower case “0” in “one” where Bentley reads upper case.

*When he does make use of editorial markings, he chooses Erdman’s
brackets with italics [ ... ] to indicate deleted materialand <...>to
indicate new material, where Bentley uses brackets to indicate new ma-
terial and italics to indicate deleted material. The result is mildly con-
fusing and irritating for a reader attempting to check against Bentley,
and another instance of Pierce’s not in fact quoting Bentley’s tran-
scription. Also the lack of page references to Erdman makes it difficult
to find quotations on those (quite a few!) pages where Erdman has
different enumeration.

* Some mistakes belong to Bentley, e.g., “I am made to sow thistle
for wheat” (96, quoting 35:1) instead of “1 am made to sow the thistle
for wheat,” a clear manuscript reading and in Erdman, He follows
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verbal text, in spite of the claims to “make full use of the
material complexity of the manuscript” (xiv) and “to take
fully into account the material form of the manuscript as
part of the reading process” (xxvi). This amazing decision is
“dictated partly by the general incompleteness of many of
the drawings” that “leaves the viewer lost in a field of con-
jecture with no firm basis for argument. In addition, the
drawings do not readily lend themselves to the developmen-
tal discussion usually possible with a written text” (xv-xvi).
Why does a study committed to “flexible design” and “the
turmoil of composition and revision” (xix) require a “firm
basis for argument?” Why does an argument so involved with
“synchrony” require a “developmental discussion”? One
would expect that Pierce’s passion for “a synchronous nar-
rative” (xxii) would lead him to privilege the drawings that
provide a consistent manifestation of that quality.

Given his choice to focus on the graphics of the verbal,
and the dynamics of textual revision, it is surprising that
Pierce has no interest in communicating Blake’s textual dy-
namism with even the minimal potential of a printed text.
Thus after a gesture towards Vala or The Four Zoas as the
“title” for the work under consideration, he settles in for
Vala through the rest of his study. One would at least expect
Vata in this context—or better still, ¥4#=+. But Pierce is at-
tracted to “the bold calligraphy” of “VALA” and sees that
title “with only a slight pencil mark through it, a mark dis-
tinct enough to be registered but not definitive enough to
cancel out its potential status as a title” (148)." Since even
“Blake’s Careful Hand” (73) could be scraped away for
palimpsestic revision, it seems odd to belittle the pencil, so
easy to change that not changing it can almost seem to af-
firm it. At any rate, Pierce’s holograph ontology sees text in
pencil as de facto having a“rather tentative nature” that shows
it “was not an integral part of Vala” (93). One could argue
equally well that Blake’s “careful” copperplate hand is that
of a copyist, the quickly penciled text that of the inspired
poet. Pierce reads the poem’s subtitles as offering a choice:
“The Death and Judgement of the Eternal Man™ suggests “a
teleological structure leading from death to judgment and

Bentley's “Enitharmon let loose in the troubled deep” (57) instead of
the manuscript and Erdman “on the troubled deep.” At other times he
silently corrects Bentley's errors, as when on page 67 quoting 8:14 he
includes “Beech” (as per the manuscript and Erdman) instead of
Bentley's “Beach.” I'm not sure whether the fact that many quotations
are punctuated with periods not in the text (e.g., 57, 67, B2, 87, 89, 96,
132) is an example of mistake or inconsistency, since occasionally a
quotation not ending with a period will be closed by Pierce with an
ellipsis.

* See my argument for MIL/TON as preferable to Milton in “RE:
Naming MIL/TON." Pierce claims that “the pull towards the title of
The Four Zoas in Blake criticism generally registers a desire for a re-
turn to the work after the cacophony of textual revision” (148-49).
The pull in Pierce towards Vala as title would seem to register the op-
posite desire, manifested at the end with his attempt to transcribe the
full copperplate text of the poem.
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presumably to redemption,” while the later addition “Tor-
ments of Love & Jealousy” bespeaks “emotional turmoil,”
indicating a “shift from teleology to states of torment” and
to what Pierce calls a “poetics of character” (66). Thus in
terms of his analysis they are equally pertinent to the poem
in spite of the difference between writing style and instru-
ment,

Early in his study Pierce quotes with approval a statement
from “the Santa Cruz Blake Group” (he does get the name
right in the bibliography): “what the manuscript exhibits in
the most graphologically explicit fashion is an ongoing, un-
finished process of self-editing, a process which print ordi-
narily shuts down." He then claims that “This statement acts
as a background to my own methodology” (xx). A distant
background, for it is not only the title where he rejects
graphic mimesis. He explains that “where it is relevant” to
his discussion he gives “Bentley’s (or on occasion Erdman’s)
readings of erased or canceled words,” but that he does not
“include erasures or cancellations where they might need-
lessly complicate a passage under discussion” (xi). However,
it is often difficult to follow his sense of relevance, and more
often than not his quotations are brought “under discus-
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sion” by stripping them of precisely that (needless?) com-
plication that constitutes the manuscript experience. Con-
sider this simple example. On page 132 Pierce gives a quo-
tation described as the “final lines of the addition to page
105™:

there was hidden within
The bosom of Satan The false Female as in an ark &
veil
Which christ must rend & her reveal.
(105:24-26)

A look at the manuscript or either facsimile shows that
these are not the “final lines,” and that line 105:26 as quoted
is half (with no period) of the first of an additional three
lines that are indented and end with “The daughters &c”.
The manuscript strongly supports the reading “then” in-
stead of “there,” and Erdman chooses that alternative for his
text. This may seem like a very small change, but when one
is arguing, as Pierce is here, about “the diachronic demands
of narrative development” (132), the difference between a
temporal “then” and a spatial “there” can be significant. Here
is the way Bentley transcribes the final lines of the addition
to page 105:

[ [there was hidden within]]

[Which give a tincture to false beauty therefore they
were calld

[ The daughters &] [[The bosom of Satan The false Fe-
male as in an ark & veil

[[Which christ must rend & her reveal Her Daughters
are Calld

[[Tirzah She is calld namd Rahab their various div-
sions are calld

[[The daughters &c]]

Pierce’s proposal to treat the manuscript as “a distinctly
layered event” whose “meaning exists in the stages of devel-
opment of the poem, not its organic unity”(xxvi), can be
seen in action in his discussion of page 4 of the manuscript,
one of those opening pages that exhibit a palimpsestic agon
of re-re-revision. Starting with what he calls “the earliest
surviving reading” (99, italics added) of 4:10-11, he goes on
to attempt a layered series of readings of material forms of
the manuscript, some of which could never have existed in
isolation or been available to an actual reader, and none of
which is available to the reader of the manuscript in its
present form. Here is how he presents the case: ““I have hid-
den thee Enion in Jealous Despair / I will build thee a Laby-
rinth where we may remain for ever alone.’ These lines be-
gin a story of Tharmas’s jealousy and possessiveness” (99).
Presumably thisisa “surviving” reading because “1 have hid-
den. ...” (how appropriate!) is written over a prior erased
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copperplate line.* Whether the line includes “O Pity Me” or
not, its “reader” (who? when?) would have experienced it as
written over an erased prior state, one which—as copper-
plate script—would have been a transcription of a still prior
state. On the next page we find Pierce’s version of the next
stage of revision:

[ have hidden <Enitharmon> in Jealous Despair O Pity
Me
[ will build thee a Labyrinth <also O pity me O Enion>

Now we have “the pitying quality that Tharmas is generally
noted for but that was virtually non-existent in phase 2”
(100) and we have “Enitharmon” in the place of “Enion.”
But this is the way the text would look if Blake had made a
new transcription at this stage, if this does indeed accurately
represent a stage. What we would actually have in the manu-
script at that hypothetical stage would look more like this:

Jerusalem
I have hidden theeEnton in Jealous Despair O Pity Me

The hypothetical reader of this hypothetical line would
clearly see that Jerusalem had replaced Enion in a change to
a line that had displaced a prior, erased line that had been a
transcription of a still prior version.

By the time we reach the “latest revisions” Pierce is losing
interest. Blake was “not thoroughly consistent” (103) and
the changes are “tentative” or marked by accidental neglect
as Blake shifts from meaningful revision to “tampering with
this text” (104). Line 4:10 (Erdman 4:9) is now quoted in
reduced form as “Hidden <Jerusalem> [instead of
Enitharmon] in Silent Contrition>."” But we are now up to
the current stage of the manuscript, and what the reader
encounters in Bentley’s transcript of 4:10-4:15 is :

[Jerusalem in Silent Contrition|
I have hidden thee Enion in Jealous Despair O Pity me
[also O pity me O Enion|
I will build thee a Labyrinth where we may remain for
ever alone
[why has thou taken sweet Jerusalem from my inmost
Soul
[Let her Lay secret in the Soft recess of darkness & si-
lence
[It is not Love I bear to Enitharmon It is Pity

* According to his announced policy, Pierce must be following
Bentley here; but Bentley includes “O Pity Me” at this stage and Pierce
does not, presumably because “it is not always possible to tell which
erased text is the earliest copperplate one” (97) and because he wants
it to be in stage 2 where it shows character transformation (cf. 100).
He should cite Erdman, but Erdman numbers the lines 9-10 rather
than 10-11.

7 Another sign that Pierce does not favor this “stage” is that he in-
serts “[instead of Enitharmon]” here, but did not write “|instead of
Enion|” in his prior transcription.
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