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"Bound Back to Back in Bromion's Cave" 
by E. B. Murray 

I would l i ke to reason from the designs alone in 

order to demonstrate that Professor Duerksen's 
reading of plate 2, l i ne 5 of Visions of the 

Daughters of Albion represents a misleading al terna
t i ve to the usual reading. He argues that the l i ne 

and the design i l l u s t r a t i n g i t re fer to " te r ro r and 

meekness," not Bromion and Oothoon. I see no 

reason fo r excluding ei ther set of al ternat ives — 

and compelling reasons fo r accepting both. 

As Professor Duerksen notes, Oothoon appears 
in plate 4 with "the chain about her ankle . . . 
loosened." In the f u l l  p i a t e design showing the 

two f igures bound back to back, we cannot see a 

chain binding the l e f t ankle of the lady because 

her l e f t ca l f and foo t are hidden by her kneeling 

r i gh t leg . Blake's care in not putt ing the chain 

in plate 4 around the right ankle of a lady who is 
admittedly Oothoon gives us no excuse fo r refusing 

an i den t i f i ca t i on of the two ladies which a l l other 
indicat ions support: both ladies are loosehaired, 
s l im , and naked. This plate also represents the 

character is t ic meekness of Oothoon which Duerksen 

denies hershe is "suppl icat ing" (W. H. Stevenson's 
word in Complete Poems) Theotormon. 

The other relevant designs fu r ther at tes t to 

the fac t that we have only one naked lady pictured 

here, and that in some way she i l l u s t r a t e s a 

charac ter is t ic meekness, even though i t is very 
often a meekness forced on her by t e r ro r . In the 

t i t l e  p l a t e Oothoon f lees t e r r i f i e d over Theotormon's 
reign while a f r o s t y  f i e r y Urizen f igure huffs 
and puffs af te r her in the background; Oothoon 

kissing the f lower spr i te in the "Argument" design 

is a picture of mild ly receptive innocence; the 

h a l f  t i t l e plate 1 shows a naked woman supine on a 

rock;^ a plate 3 design shows a comparably postured 

woman on a cloud. Since the eagle plucking at a 

woman's breast i n the l a t t e r plate c lear ly 
i l l u s t r a t e s what is happening to Oothoon, we should 

assume that both women are the same woman. 
Meekness a f f l i c t ed by te r ro r is again the major 
representational moti f in both plates. Furthermore, 
the use of rock and cloud to back the supine 

Oothoon is clear symbolic evidence that she is 
indeed "bound back to back" with a urizenic f i gu re . 
Blake should not be deprived of the charac ter is t i c 
subt lety of symbolic transference which le ts the 

cloud and rock stand fo r Bromion in these two 

designs. Together they suggest the opake and 

" lawfu l " ter rors with which Bromion "rapes" 
spontaneous love. F ina l l y , the design in plate 6 

shows a nude Oothoon weeping in the presence of the 

se l f  f l a ge l l a t i n g (so I see i t ) Theotormon. 

The overwhelming evidence of the designs 
seems to make any question of the f ront isp iece (or 
endplate) lady's i den t i t y less than academic 
We are in fac t presented in the plates noted with 

the "meekness" of Oothoon in i t s extreme f o rms 

fear , exhaustion, torment, deject ion, suppl icat ion
a l l of which suggest that she is in fac t oppressed 

by the te r ro r which i n i t i a l l y a f f l i c t e d her when 

Bromion raped her. 

The design also depicts the very real te r ro r 
Bromion feels as well as i n f l i c t s . The reason fo r 
his te r ro r appears in the design as the sun 

breaking through the urizenic clouds swagging on 

the deep around i t . He is the only one in a 

posi t ion to see i t . Theotormon is c lear ly 
shutt ing out v i s ion ; Oothoon is dejected and turned 

away from i t . But Bromion is also and perhaps 
more importantly evidencing horror at something 

which seems to ex is t beyond the l im i t s of the 

design. And I would suggest that the f u l l explana
t ion of his horror l i es beyond the l im i t s of the 

poem as we l l . Like Urizen elsewhere, Bromion 

real izes pr iva te ly that f lesh and blood w i l l not 
abide his law a single minute. He has indeed 

raped Oothoon by causing Theotormon to take his 
perspective on manwoman relations—which is the 

reason why the scene of the plate and text is 
Bromion's caves. But Oothoon's questioning of the 

l im i t s of the f i ve senses, ra t ional dispensations 
0 f j0y__pius her exuberant paean in praise of 
happy copulat ion—signi f ies the ult imate end of 
his r e s t r i c t i v e codes. Like Urizen, he w i l l seek 
to keep o f f the " e v i l " day fo r as long as possible. 
Oothoon's morningsun visions give her the 

Shelleyan "strength in meekness" to cause and 

j u s t i f y his depicted t e r ro r . The only question 

rea l l y is—When w i l l Theotormon hear her words 
without the i r being f i l t e r e d through Bromion's 
ears and subject to his d is tor t ions and his 
answers? 

1 A nude man lies near her; both are either exhausted or, in 
a Blakean sense, "dead." W. H. Stevenson sees a third figure 
here ( ■'. Longman, 1971, p. 175n) but only a 
misseeing of the rather ambiguous Trianon facsimile would seem 
to warrant that addition. The originals I have seen contain 
only two figures. 
2 A close reading of the text would further confirm this 
reading from the designs but is beyond the limits of this note 
and its restricted purpose. 
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